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ABSTRACT
There are significant changes to women's rights to employment that create opportunities to earn
higher leadership positions. The number of women entering the military in low to mid-level rank
has increased over the last few years. However, the proportion of women reaching senior
leadership position all the way through to the highest enlisted rank of Sergeant Major remain
comparatively small. This qualitative study examines the experiences of military mothers who
are Sergeants Major in the Army and the personal attributes, factors of resilience, and strategies
that promote well-being—by highlighting the key factors reported that were crucial to their
success supporting the advancement of women in this male-dominated institution. This study
will look at 10 military mothers that have attained the top enlisted rank of Sergeant Major to
investigate the culture and social context in which these women serve that supported and
challenged their advancement. The heuristic phenomenological qualitative method will be used
to conduct this study. Through demographic data collection, in-depth interviews, and narrative
writing, the essence of meaning they make of their experiences will be explored.

Keywords: military women, mothers, senior leadership, psychological well-being,
resilience, United States Army Sergeants Major, United States Army Command Sergeants
Major, success
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PREFACE
I am the second generation to have served in the United States Army, and the first and
only woman. I wanted to attend college, but with my humble beginnings and lack of scholarships
chose the Army as a means to pay for college. In 1990 I enlisted in the Army and a private.
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I feel incredibly thankful for my service of over 30 years in the Army. My career spanned some
advancements and milestones for women Soldiers in support of Operation Desert Shield and
Desert Storm I deployed to Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. The opportunities for female Soldiers to
serve alongside their male counterparts in a more equal manner have improved due to policy
changes, changes in cultural and social positions regarding women’s competencies and
capabilities. Regardless of the boundaries and imbalances under which I served; I ultimately
achieved the rank of Command Sergeant Major. Curiosity and frustration sparked my interest in
this study. First, my frustration in reading the literature on women leaders where the storyline
was always the same highlighting the accomplishments of female general officers and that
women have made little progress in rising to the top in the organizations in which they work over
the last half-century. Women are often portrayed as victims of oppression, marginalized by the
challenges and barriers they faced in a wide array of institutions and organizations in society as a
whole. My story and experiences in my career did not reflect this story of oppression of women,
nor did it cloud my understanding and appreciation of how far women have come in general.
Second, I was curious about how other women have achieved success in the Army, a maledominated organization. I identified some influential factors that supported my ability to
successfully navigate the hurdles, thrive as a Soldier, and achieve the rank of Command Sergeant
Major. Additionally, I was curious about how other female Soldiers had succeeded, particularly
those who achieved the highest enlisted ranks in the Army. In reviewing the literature and
finding the answers to the following questions led me to engage in a study of the most successful
enlisted women in the Army. What experiences occurred, and what factors influenced them, that
led to their success? Similarities and differences in their stories? What might other women in the
Army and those from a wide range of other organizations learn from the experiences of
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successful enlisted female Soldiers as they seek to attain the top leadership position as a Sergeant
Major?
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview
The United States Military is one of the largest special populations, with women making
up more than 15% of that population (Reynolds & Shendruk, 2018). Women served in the
United States military in numerous diverse roles throughout history. Women initially served in
support roles permitting men to fight, not receiving the same career opportunities, promotions,
pay, and entitlements (Armor, 1996). The roles that women played in the military have changed
significantly over the past 30 years. Considering all the changes, there is still a gap in the number
of enlisted women that attain senior leadership positions. Currently, there are many women in the
military, both officers and enlisted, but not many overcome the lack of voice, confidence, and
support to become both mothers and senior leaders, sacrificing one for the other. Women
maneuvering the gender biases, stereotypes, inequality, sexual harassment, develop their voice,
gaining support, and confidence to attain senior leadership positions are small in number
(Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS), 2019). I would like to
understand how these extraordinary, enlisted women have succeeded. There is literature that
focuses on successful female officers in the military (Waldrop, 2016). There is also a sizable
amount of literature on women in combat, the sexual harassment and abuse they encounter, and
the mental and physical difficulties they face in the military and overlook the unique position of
successful enlisted military mothers in senior leadership (Ritchie & Naclerio, 2015; Lowry,
2015). Moreover, the gap in the literature is sparse on research focusing on the lived experiences
of enlisted military mothers rising to the highest enlisted rank in the Army of Sergeant Major.
The psychological well-being and resilience of military mothers are particularly underresearched, as research generally focused on the effects of separation on the spouses and children
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of the military members. Adding to this knowledge gap, research on women in the military relies
on secondary data from the Department of Defense (DoD) or small qualitative studies (Waldrop,
2016; Segal et al., 2016). There is also limited insight on military mothers overcoming
psychological trials to achieve the highest enlisted rank in a male-dominated profession.
Additional extensive representative studies and qualitative research is needed to explore this
topic more directly. Manke (2015) explored the challenges female leaders face in development in
their military careers but neglected the distinctive set of demands military women face as
mothers. This review directs its focus on exploring current and previous literature that highlights
the critical successes reported by female Sergeants Major through their experiences, attributes,
strategies, psychological well-being, resilience, and other components. The purpose of this
heuristic phenomenological qualitative study is to investigate the lived experiences of military
mothers who navigated the trajectory to the position of Sergeants Major in the Army and how
they leveraged the personal attributes, factors of resilience, and strategies that promote wellbeing, that were crucial to their success.
Background
Women remain dramatically underrepresented in the senior leadership in education,
business, politics, and in the military (Ely & Padavic, 2020). Literature suggested women are a
source of untapped potential for leadership in organizations. DoD (2020) demographics report
for 2020 showed women comprise approximately 17% of the active-duty force. There is
approximately 38% of the women on active duty that are mothers, compared to 44% of the men
on active duty being fathers (DoD, 2017a). Of all the mothers in the military, only a few make it
to the Sergeant Major rank (DoD, 2020). But the ones that maneuver effectively and overcome
these challenges with their families intact are small in number. I would like to highlight these
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women and revealing the intricacy of navigating success in the male-dominated context of the
Army.
Problem Statement
The life of the mothers serving in Sergeant Major positions on active duty in the military
are often dominated by gender biases, stereotypes, inequality, sexual harassment, and lack of
voice and support not being experienced by their male counterparts in military culture
(DACOWITS, 2019). Women are one of the largest growing population in the U.S. Military,
with half being mothers and senior leaders. These obstacles and challenges faced by women in
male-dominated organizations, such as the Army, are difficult because they present uncertainty
in personal and family choices, undercover forms of gender bias, and unacknowledged
stereotypes. Despite the odds, some women have not only succeeded but have managed to earn
the position and thrive in managing the dual roles of mother and Sergeant Major. In the hierarchy
within the military, Sergeant Major is the highest enlisted rank a person can achieve in the Army,
which represents the top one percent of the entire force (Congress, 2020), with only 9% being
female and viewed as the pinnacle achievement. Achieving this rank is not an easy task, and
women make up only a small fraction of this esteemed group.
More specifically, this study will look at 10 military mothers that have attained the top
enlisted rank of Sergeant Major, a level that signifies a significant achievement in military
culture. This study examines the experiences of military mothers who are Sergeants Major in the
Army and the personal attributes, factors of resilience, and strategies that promote well-being by
highlighting the key factors reported that were crucial to their success supporting the
advancement of women who were able to progress to the highest enlisted rank in this maledominated institution. The women that serve as participants in this study are active or retired
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Command Sergeants Major and Sergeants Major that have served at least 15 years in varied
career fields and were mothers at the time of service. These criteria offer an opportunity to
investigate the culture and social context in which these women serve. This study will illuminate
the specific actions these women had to take and the physical, emotional, mental, and personal
backgrounds that encouraged, motivated, and supported their ability to achieve a balance
between motherhood and this high-level leadership position.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this heuristic phenomenological qualitative study is to investigate the
lived experiences of military mothers who navigated the trajectory to the position of Sergeants
Major in the Army and how they leveraged the personal attributes, factors of resilience, and
strategies that promote well-being were crucial to their successfully balancing motherhood and
career. The research is a shift from the highly studied barriers and challenges that prevent women
from achieving leadership positions to an in-depth inquiry to the variables that created successful
paths of mothers who succeeded despite numerous barriers. At this stage in the research, military
mothers in senior leadership generally are defined as women that have children and serve on
active duty in the rank of Sergeant Major. The experiences of military mothers in the military
have changed dramatically over the last decade (Manke, 2015). The roles that women play in the
military have changed from a supportive role to serving as leaders. The new role of leadership
for women in the military needs to be understood from the perspective of strengths and resilience
that create the opportunity to thrive in both roles as a mother and a Sergeant Major.
The qualitative data from the study will be used to analyze the relationship between the
experiences, attributes, strategies, tactics, resilience, and other components reported by the
female Sergeants Major. The study will examine from the perspective of female Sergeants Major
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the history of women in the military, obstacles impacting and strengths supporting mothers in the
military, the role of family and parenting, and factors that prompted these women's desire and
ability to become mothers and lead in the Army. This study will examine uncovering situational
factors, personal characteristics, motivations, behaviors, and beliefs that contributed to these
mothers attaining the rank of Sergeants Major in the Army. As a current Command Sergeant
Major, the researcher will recruit 10 CSM/SGMs to interview. Data will be collected through
individual interviews, conducted in person, or video conferences. The participants will be given
the questions before the interview to ensure they provide well thought out responses. All
participants will relay their personal stories of motherhood and career progression. The following
guided research questions developed the structure of this study:
1) How do military mothers describe their trajectory to the position of Sergeant Major?
2) In what ways do military mothers in Sergeant Major position in the Army resolve the
competing demands of motherhood and career while maintaining psychological wellbeing and resilience?
Significance of the Study
There are significant implications of this study related to women in the military in senior
leadership. Research on women in the military has focused on issues and challenges they face
while neglecting the day-to-day tasks women carry out to successfully balance motherhood and
their career as senior leaders in the military (Lowry, 2015; Weitz, 2015; Segal et al., 2016). I
seek to remedy these gaps in the literature. This study will illuminate the qualities of strength,
resilience, and success in military leaders who are mothers as the current body of literature
represents the deficits, obstacles, and victimization of women in the military. Additionally,
aspiring military leaders will benefit from knowing that other military mothers have successfully
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navigated motherhood and career to achieve the highest enlisted rank, Sergeant Major. The
findings of this study can inform the behavior and think of the military mothers in the rank of
Sergeant Major. It will also provide insight for leaders within the Army and other organizations
about the themes that contribute to their success as military leaders, particularly in maledominated environments. The findings can provide a foundation for future research on military
mothers in leadership. The phenomenal achievements of these Army Sergeants Major and
mothers in the Army deserved to be explored, recognized, and acknowledged. This study will be
the first to document the stories of military mothers that have obtained the highest in the U.S.
Army Sergeants Major, and their journey.
Research Questions
The following important research questions used to construct this study: How do military
mothers describe their trajectory to the position of Sergeant Major? In what ways do military
mothers in Sergeant Major position in the Army resolve the competing demands of motherhood
and career while maintaining psychological well-being and resilience?
Definitions
Command Sergeant Major (CSM) – Command Sergeant Major is the highest enlisted rank by
position in the Army and is a Noncommissioned Officer at DOD paygrade E-9. It is the 12th
rank in the United States Army, ranking above Sergeant Major (SGM) and directly below
Sergeant Major of the Army. A Command Sergeant Major (CSM) is the senior enlisted advisor
to the Commander Officers and leads 300 to 1,000 Soldiers and junior officers under their
command (Department of the Army, 2014).
Sergeant Major (SGM) – Sergeant Major is the highest enlisted rank in the Army and is a
Noncommissioned Officer at DOD paygrade E-9. The Sergeant Major is the most senior enlisted
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member of the Army. SGM is the prerequisite rank to become the Command Sergeant Major
(CSM) (Department of the Army, 2014).
Enlisted – An enlisted rank, also known as "enlisted grades or rates in the military of the United
States are any rank below a commissioned officer or warrant officer. The term often includes
Noncommissioned officers (Department of the Army, 2014).
Officer – Commissioned officers have direct authority, duties, and responsibility for their
specific office or position. Commissioned officers command units in a military environment
(Combat, 2012; Department of the Army, 2014).).
Psychological well-being – living life in a complete and satisfying way and to the development
and self-realization of the individual. Self-acceptance, autonomy, positive relations, purpose in
life, environmental mastery, and personal growth (Ryff 2014)
Resilience – The ability to successfully adapt to the demands of stressful situation and bounce
back from adversity (Guimaraes, 2018).
Mental health – "The capacity of individuals to interact with one another and the environment in
ways that promote subjective well-being, optimal development, and use of mental abilities
cognitive, affective, and relational" (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2012, p.
140).
Psychological Resilience – the ability to mentally or emotionally endure and cope with a crisis or
traumatic stress and to return to pre-crisis status quickly (de Terte & Stephens, 2014).
Summary
Research on women in the military has focused on issues and challenges they face while
neglecting the day-to-day tasks women carry out to successfully balance motherhood and their
career as senior leaders in the military (Lowry, 2015). This study will illuminate the qualities of

18
strength, resilience, and success of military mothers in senior leadership as the current body of
literature represents the deficits, obstacles, and victimization of women in the military.
Additionally, the research will provide a road map for aspiring military mothers and leaders who
have achieved the highest enlisted rank Sergeant Major. The phenomenal achievements of these
United States Army Sergeants Major and mothers in a male-dominated profession deserved to be
explored, recognized, and acknowledged. This study will be the first to document the stories of
military mothers that have obtained the highest in the Army Sergeants Major, and there is a lot to
be learned from their journey to the top.
CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
This extensive review and synthesis of literature serves as the basis for the proposed
study understanding the experience of being a military mother and Sergeant Major in the Army.
The study is designed to examine the factors that support the advancement of 10 military
mothers raising children and progressing to the highest enlisted rank in this male-dominated
officer centric institution. It highlights and expounds upon the information signifying a need for
understanding the experiences, psychological trials, and themes that unfold influencing them
reaching the highest enlisted rank in the Army. The purpose of this literature review is to explore
the literature pertaining specifically to active-duty women that are mothers and Sergeant Majors
in the Army. Initially, it was unclear what issues were unique to the military life of women on
active duty and what factors are unique to women. Thus, the research in this review is written
about mothers on active duty in senior leadership in comparison to active-duty men in senior
leadership. It is highlighting the factors that are unique to military mothers on active duty.
Women in the military, though small in number, have to navigate between the military and the
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family, which is defined as two greedy institutions competing for time, energy, commitment, and
loyalty (Plummer, 2019). The family is increasingly greedy for women compared to men (De
Angelis & Segal, 2015). The review of the literature focuses on several topics.
First, the review examines the historical overview of women the military, high achieving
military mothers the U.S. Armed Forces, and specifically Sergeants Major in the Army. It is
comprised of definitions, history, and current gender diversification. Next, the review focuses on
exploring the obstacles mothers in senior leadership positions face in the Army, including the
trials, the incongruence between roles, overcoming male dominance, and conflicts in balancing
work and motherhood relative to their success. Next, the review will examine the strengths of
supporting mothers in leadership positions in the Army, resilience factor, and psychological
well-being. They are followed by an exploration of the role of family and parenting in the
success of mothers in the military. The review presents evidence of various obstacles,
opportunities, intrinsic, and extrinsic factors that motivated and supported these military mothers
to achieve the rank of Sergeant Major. Lastly, the literature review offers evidence of the need
that supports this study and its methodology. Collectively, the gaps that emerge from the review
of literature will be the basis for the data collection as well as the themes for the proposed
qualitative analysis. The true breadth and significance of these women's accomplishments are not
widely known. For this reason, the review will focus specifically on military mothers that have
achieved the rank of Sergeant Major in the Army.
Historical overview of women in the military
Women/mothers in the military
To understand the significance of the success of military mothers that have obtained the
position of Sergeants Major, it is important to understand the environment in which they
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operated. Women have served in the United States military in numerous diverse roles throughout
history. There are two paths that women can take to join the military, they join as enlisted
noncommissioned officer or as an officer also known as a commissioned officer (DoA, 2015).
One does not require a college degree to be enlisted, and those individuals often join
immediately after graduating high school. Enlisted young men and women are considered the
backbone of the armed forces. After they enlist and successfully complete basic training, they are
ready to take on many different jobs and tasks. Enlisted soldiers progress through a system of
enlisted ranks, E1 through E9, and once they achieve senior leadership, they have greater
responsibilities and give commands to their subordinates (DoA, 2020). Enlisted personnel
support military operations, operate and maintain equipment, and carry out technical and support
duties (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). Individuals joining the military after completing a
bachelor level degree can choose to join the military as a commissioned officer (DoA, 2015).
Military officers receive specialized training to give commands to enlisted men and women
under their command. Commissioned officers are the highest ranks in the Army, hold
presidential commissions, and are confirmed by the senate (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020;
DoA, 2015). They are responsible for managing enlisted personnel, planning missions, providing
orders, and assigning tasks (DoA, 2020) They are the problem-solvers, influencers, and planners
who lead the enlisted personnel. The officers are thrust into a leadership position at a young age
with very little military experience as a rite of passage. In contrast, enlisted soldiers have to
navigate many mazes and are not guaranteed senior leadership positions (DoA, 2015). Early on,
women played a support role in the military and did not receive the same career opportunities,
promotions, pay, and entitlements (King & DiNitto, 2019). It was not until World War I that
women became recognized as members of the military.
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The Woman's Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) was created in 1942 to allow women to
serve the nation (Women in the U.S. Army, 2020; Nathan, 2004). A year later, the name was
changed to the Women's Army Corps (WAC), making it a part of the Army, and although
women served in the same jobs as the men, they did not receive the same benefits and
promotions. Congress passed the Women's Armed Services Integration Act in 1948, giving
women the right to serve on active duty in peacetime, as women were only previously allowed to
serve as nurses during wartime (Women in the U.S. Army, 2020). Although this Act allowed
women to serve, there were specific stipulations, such as females could not exceed two percent
of the total population and only 10 percent of that group could become commissioned officers
until 1967 when the ceiling lifted (Murdoch et al., 2006). In August 1972, the Secretary of the
Army Robert F. Froehlke approved a major expansion for women in the military and opened all
military occupational specialties to women, except those that might require combat training or
duty (DoD, 2017).
During this time, women could not hold a leadership position or have command authority
or leadership over men (Murdoch et al., 2006). Women that became pregnant or adopted a child
were discharged until April 1971, when regulations changed. The change allowed women with
children to enlist and remain in the military, claim their non-military husbands and children as
military dependents, and command men with the exception of combat units. Currently, the Army
policy allows enlisted women to be discharged when they become pregnant if they chose (DoA,
2014). In 2016 all military units, positions, occupations, and leadership positions were opened to
women without exception removing the final barrier to full integration of women in the military
(DoD, 2017).
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Today, over 203,000 women serve on active duty, an average of 14.5% of the total
population, with 74,000 in the Army (DoD, 2020). Women account for nearly 10% of enlisted
troops in the military. The Army has been effectively integrating soldiers and putting minorities
in leadership positions (Straughn, 2016). Although diverse in gender and ethnicity, the United
States Army still faces challenges adapting to change in key leadership positions often held by
men (Barroso, 2019). Although the number of mothers serving in the military is continuing to
increase, they make up only one-third of the total Army population (Waldrop, 2016; Women in
the U.S. Army, 2020). The available literature on the psychological challenges faced by military
mothers in leadership is limited to studies that look at issues such as sexual harassment,
deployment issues, racial and gender attitudes towards women (Golinveaux, 2016; Straughn,
2016, Tepe et al., 2016; Kossek et al., 2016; Holley, 2019). Most of the available literature is
quantitative and does not provide for an understanding of military mother's experiences, intrinsic
and extrinsic factors, psychological well-being, and resilience reported by the female Sergeants
Major, which was critical to their success.
During deployments, military mothers experienced an increase in stress due to the lack of
available childhood accommodations, lack of understanding from their military units, and lack of
assistance in finding appropriate childcare (Segal, 2016; Valente, 2019). Although many adapt
well, some experience separation anxiety, depression, poor maternal role functioning, or
difficulty providing for their children (Posada et al., 2015). The specific stressors military
mothers experience was highlighted in this literature. Stigma in work life policies is linked to
stereotypes established to create differences resulting in discrimination against women
(DACOWITS, 2019). There are negative perceptions and stigmas concerning military women
being mothers. These stigmas and negative perceptions were not relevant to military men that are
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fathers (Segal & Lane, 2016; Plummer, 2016; Valente, 2019). One of the biggest challenges for
military women when they become pregnant is the perception of other service members.
Common faulty perceptions that place a stigma on the military mother are that taking maternity
leave is a special privilege and that they are leaving others to cover for them reflecting a lack of
care for their job (DACOWITS, 2019).
Additionally, there are qualitative narratives that illustrate the stories of women in the
military and military mothers, such as, the life of the African American career woman exploring
their experiences in the military (Straughn, 2016). One example is The Band of Sisters, where
Holmstedt (2007) presented a narrative review of twelve women from different military branches
that served in Iraq. Golineaux (2016) explored the deployment of military mothers highlighting
the supportive and non-supportive military programs, processes, and policies that present
military mothers’ perspectives on military programs and reintegration.
Moreover, Taber (2013) presented scholarly research that provided insight into the
experiences, stress, and psychological well-being of military mothers. Although there is a sizable
amount of literature on women in combat and deployments (Lowry, 2015), there is a lack of
understanding of the lived experience of enlisted women in the military that are mothers in
leadership positions. There is limited insight into how military mothers' psychological well-being
is affected by serving in leadership roles, and sources suggest that additional studies focusing on
this aspect would be beneficial to the body of literature (Waldrop, 2016; Manke, 2015; Doan &
Portillo, 2017). This review directs its focus on exploring current and previous literature that
addresses the phenomena of the psychological trials, other types of stress faced, and the
psychological well-being of military mothers in the rank of Sergeant Major in the Army.
Women/mothers in leadership in the military
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Army leadership is defined as "the process of influencing people by providing purpose,
direction, and motivation while operating to accomplish the mission and improve the
organization" (DoA, 2015, p.1-1, Army Field Manual FM 6-22). Leadership is deeply engraved
in the fabric of military existence and the epitome of the Army. Army. By virtue of assigned
responsibility or assumed roles, an army leader inspires and influences people to accomplish
organizational goals (DoA, 2015). Northouse (2016) defined leadership as a process in which an
individual influences individual in reaching a group set a common goal. According to Manke
(2015), the Army provides training and development for future leaders through structured,
formalized programs, and education. According to Byrd (2019), the Army has high expectations
and increased responsibility for its leaders and the Army's success is dependent on its leaders.
Additionally, leaders are required to effectively implement plans and strategies that yield
competitive advantages in a fast-changing, sometimes stressful environment (Byrd, 2019).
Leadership is considered complex and requires a complex set of skills and everyone does not
have what it takes to become a leader in the Army. There has been a significant amount of
literature that have explored the personal, social, and institutional barriers that deter, prohibit, or
prevent women from rising to positions of leadership and power (Vial, et al., 2016). Eagly and
Carli (2013) argued that women do not seek to obtain leadership positions because of the
demand’s leadership positions would place on them, causing them to compromise their ability to
become mothers or negatively affect their family responsibility. For this reason, 25-30% of
women leave the military after they become mothers because they find it difficult to balance
their family and military career (Mankowski & Everett, 2015). According to Kiser (2015), work
and life balance will be a struggle for women with children and they do not belong in the
workplace when their duties as a mother get in the way of their work.
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There are known conflicts and consequences of women in the military who strive to
negotiate work and family (Plummer, 2019). Penalties military women must weigh when they
are considering having a family include receiving pay cuts as hours decrease considerably after
childbirth (England et al. 2016). There is a persisting stereotype that women are less committed
to their careers because of their child-rearing responsibilities. Women that have children are
viewed as mothers first and professionals second (Jee et al., 2019). It is suggested that women
are placed on a ‘motherhood track’ when they become pregnant because of the assumption that
their work will decrease when they become mothers (Northouse, 2016; Jee et al., 2019).
Men and women face different repercussions when they choose to have children. Women
lose the perceptions of competence when they have children as compared to men that become
parents (Jee et al., 2019). When a woman becomes pregnant, she is perceived to be less
committed and she is seen as less capable at work than non-mothers (Ely & Padavic, 2020).
Many women have a desire to have children and to become mothers. Despite the tremendous
odds against becoming a mother and leader in the Army, some female soldiers have managed not
only to have children and a successful career but have been able to rise to the highest enlisted
rank, Sergeant Major. Since 1960 when the first women were promoted to the rank of Sergeant
Major, only one percent of the females in the entire Army have achieved Sergeant Major, even
fewer military mothers. These women's family and career accomplishments are extraordinary, to
date, there have not been through studies of their success which is a gap in the literature (DoD,
2020).
Women/mothers in Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major positions
The rank of E-9, Command Sergeants Major/Sergeants Major (CSM/SGM), is the highest
rank that can be held by an enlisted member (Bajza, 2020). The law makes it clear that there can
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be no more than 1.25% of the enlisted force can hold the rank of E-9 (Congress, 2020). An
individual's rank in the Army indicates their pay grade, the amount of responsibility they hold,
the amount of time they spend in each rank based on norms. The promotion process for enlisted
in the Army is decentralized and somewhat automatic for grades E2 - E4, promotion is semicentralized for grades E5- E6, and centralized through a board for E7- E9 (Powers, 2019). There
has been a limited amount of research examining leadership, and the majority of the research
samples included men in a leadership position (Kusmiyati & Efendy, 2017; Manke, 2015). The
rank of Sergeant Major was established as an official title, rank, and grade in 1958. It was
reserved for the soldier who stood most experienced, competent, and qualified within the unit
(Holland, 2017). The first female, Sergeant Major Carolyn James, was promoted in 1960. In
1967, the Army Chief of Staff, General Johnson, established the (CSM) program (Holland,
2017). Enlisted soldiers selected for the CSM position by the Department of the Army serve with
distinction and are at the pinnacle of success in their career field. There is no higher grade and
the CSM holds the same enlisted pay grade as a Sergeant Major, but with the distinction of
serving as the advisor to the commander in all major commands within the Army, carrying out
standards of performance, conduct, policies, and training for all enlisted personnel (DoA, 2015).
The first 192 Command Sergeants Major (CSMs) were selected in 1967, but it wasn't until 1968
that the first female was promoted to that rank, CSM, Sergeant Major Yzetta Nelson (U.S. Army
Sergeants Major Academy (USASMA), 2019).
Currently, there are 479,311 enlisted personnel in the Army (DoD, 2020). There are only
3,487 Sergeants Major (E9) of which only 300 are women or 9% of the total population (DoD,
2020), suggesting women are slightly underrepresented in the most senior enlisted rank. That
number is even smaller when you consider how many are mothers. Leadership positions in the
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military have historically been held by men, which makes the road to leadership for women a
difficult one (Egnell et al., 2019). A consequence of having so few women achieving the senior
leadership position is that there are few role models for women compared to men (Kossek et al.,
2016). The glaring differences between traits that were socially expected in leaders and the idea
that women have the feminine traits of being too kind, sensitive, sympathetic, gentle,
affectionate, and soft-spoken were significant obstacles for women advancing to the high levels
of leaders (Vial et al., 2016). There is an unconscious, real, and prevalent belief that a women's
natural temperament does not make her suitable for the demands of high-level leadership (Glass
& Cook, 2016). Because of this belief, women often do not get the opportunity to fill key
developmental positions to prepare them for positions of increased rank, authority, and
responsibility (Glass & Cook). Therefore, they are not prepared or given the resources and tools
required to gain these positions (Egnell et al., 2019).
The DoD lifted the restrictions on the role’s women can hold in the military in 2016
(Kamarck, 2016), which provided more opportunities for women to hold leadership positions.
Although there is progress related to women in leadership positions; the glass ceiling is still alive
and firmly in place (Glass & Cook, 2016; Kaiser & Wallace, 2016; Sabharwal, 2015). The
military has changed its policy on the roles women can hold in the military, increasing leadership
roles (Kamarck, 2016). In her study on gender and leadership in the military, Marencinova
(2018) found that women leaders are frequently disadvantaged due to cultural and historical
tendencies. Although prejudices have decreased, these shifts are scarce, and there is still a
preference for male leaders (Hoyt & Murphy, 2016; Marencinova, 2018). This move appeared to
pave the way for more women to be considered and promoted to high-level leadership positions
(Marencinova, 2018). The research found that the military still has masculine undertones in
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leadership and that leaders are expected to be aggressive to which most women do not present
the authoritarianism expected of them as military leaders (Marencinova, 2018). Historically,
leadership positions, particularly those of holding higher tenure and rank, have been held by men
(Waldrop, 2016). Because of this long history women inherently experience greater pressure to
perform well in a leadership position in male-dominated professions. Individuals serving in the
military are required to be physically strong and fit. Women continuously feel they are pressured
to measure up and pull their load, which can cause physical damage to their bodies. In addition
to physical demands, female military leaders often face tremendous psychological distress as
well. There are different behavior standards for males and females in the workplace. According
to Rios et al. (2015), the lack of women gaining the top management positions in organizations is
primarily due to their tendencies toward modesty, lack of self-promotion, and downplaying their
power. The research suggested that women can succeed in the military by being true to
themselves and they do not have to be like their male counterparts.
Obstacles Impacting Mothers in Leadership in the Military
Women who are serving in the U.S. military experience many challenges as it relates to
combat conditions and being in harsh environments (Weitz, 2015; Tepe et al., 2016). They also
face stress related to being female in a male-dominated military culture, which may undercut or
weaken their opportunities for leadership positions (Marencinova, 2018). Therefore, these
opportunities might be diminished without appropriate guidance. For this reason, this section
focuses on the obstacles and challenges, for example, psychological and mental challenges,
balancing dual roles, and gender biases, overcoming male dominance, inequality, and sexual
harassment that military mothers face on their journey to becoming senior leaders (Marencinova,
2018; Chin, 2016; King & DiNitto, 2019; Holley, 2019) Military mothers that attain their goal of
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leadership in the face of these challenges, often secure greater personal rewards. This section
explores women in leadership, generally, and military mothers in leadership, more specifically.
Psychological Challenges
The available literature on the psychological challenges faced by military mothers in
leadership is limited to studies that look at issues such as sexual harassment, deployment issues,
and gender attitudes towards women (Golinveaux, 2016). The majority of the available literature
is quantitative and does not provide for an understanding of military mothers’ experiences,
attributes, strategies, psychological well-being, resilience, and other components reported by the
female Sergeants Major, which was critical to their success. In military culture, women often
endure constant scrutiny, sabotage, and judgment when serving in leadership positions. They
continuously prove their abilities and justify their promotion, competence, and gain respect
(Sheard, 2018), and for many women, failure is not an option (Waldrop, 2016). To overcome
these challenges, successful women in leadership do not show emotion; they need to conduct
themselves in a way that men would by controlling their emotions showing they are capable
model soldiers by holding themselves to perceived higher standards. Many women suppress their
emotions, by compartmentalizing, detaching, or ignoring their feelings to protect themselves
from and demonstrate that they can pull their weight (Lowry, 2015). Showing emotions has been
characterized as signs of weakness and showing no emotion became an expectation for military
women; as needed to show they were strong to earn respect (Loggins, 2016).
Although there are various routes to leadership for women, these routes are full of twists
and turns they have to maneuver. The military focus of integrating women in leadership
positions continues to be a problem, due to the ongoing sexual harassment, which often led to
women leaving the military prematurely (Dichter & True, 2015). In the military, sexual
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harassment, sex-based mistreatment toward women, and other negative gender-based
experiences are more likely to occur (Weitz, 2015). There is both empirical and narrative
evidence that illuminates the experience of women in the military, women at war, and sexual
harassment (Lowry, 2015; Manke, 2015). Women report more disrupted relationships with
family and friends, difficulties leaving the war behind, and sexual trauma in the military than
their male counterparts (Etchin, 2018). Women are more likely than men to face gender
discrimination and sexual harassment, in addition to the mental and physical challenges of
deployment (Weitz, 2015). Women at all levels of employment and all levels of the military are
affected. At least 25% of women have reported some sort of harassment on the job, which causes
depression, anxiety, and ultimately quitting their job to avoid continued harassment (Buchanan,
Settles, Hall, & O'Connor, 2019). Highlighting these psychological challenges military mothers
encounter in their career will provide a better understanding of the determination and strength
they possess that aided in their success.
Mental Obstacles
The military environment has often been viewed as an atmosphere that encourages an
extreme form of masculinity, hyper masculinity, endorsing stereotypical gender roles (Kiser,
2015). There have been very few studies examining the role of gender and military leadership.
There are several gender differences in the mental health of men and women in the military that
are worth exploring to understand the women’s military experience. Military mothers report
higher levels of stress linked to their jobs than military men (Sifferlin, 2015). A career in the
military comes with occupational stress for both men and women and adding motherhood to the
equation doubles the stress for women (Segal et al., 2016). Military women’s mental and
emotional wellbeing changes throughout their career, during deployment, reintegration,
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advancement, and motherhood. The ratio of men to women in the military of 85:15 creates a
stressful environment for women, further complicating their overall mental health (Segal &
Lane, 2016). Women often have higher stress levels because they must suppress and manage
their emotions in a male-dominated environment, and there is a difference in managing stress in
the demanding and hostile work environment. Occupational stress is a result of the physical and
psychological demands, effecting the mind and body arousal associated with the job (Quick &
Henderson, 2016).
A longitudinal study conducted by Kline et al. 2013), identified predictors of posttraumatic stress symptoms found women serving in the military were more prevalent in posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) than their male counterparts. Women in the military face
similar demands to women in other professions, but they also encounter distinct challenges that
come with military service (Vaara et al., 2016). Military women present with higher rates of
mental health conditions than male veterans and are more likely to have experienced severe
psychological distress, with over 30% of those seen by a health care professional receiving a
mental health diagnosis (Etchin, 2018; Skopp, 2018). Women have a higher prevalence of
depression than men (Brody et al., 2016). For example, the stressors impacting military mothers
that could lead to depression are occupational/command challenges, financial/legal pressures and
stress, physical/medical illness or pain, social withdrawal and isolation, marital/relationship
issues, loss/shame/guilt and anger, psychological injury, emotional distress, mental abuse, mental
disorders, and spiritual conflict (Dichter & True, 2015; Segal & Lane, 2016; Mankowski &
Everett, 2015; Segal et al., 2016; Etchin, 2018).
Women in leadership often have to suppress their emotions and manage them differently
than they would in an environment outside of the military (Fischbach et al., 2015). Over an
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extended period, this can cause a high level of stress as there is an unspoken expectation that
they conform to the male-dominant environment (Mason, 2019). For single mothers serving in
the military, struggling to balance career and motherhood is magnified because they are the sole
breadwinner for their family (Tepe et al., 2016). Additional challenges that women in the
military face as compared to non-military personnel are their requirement to maintain specific
height, weight, and physical fitness standards, which could threaten their mental health and
coping skills, as well as their family time (Vaara et al., 2016; Brenner et al., 2015). Maintaining a
specific height and weight according to the individual's age is a requirement outlined in Army
Regulations as well as passing the Army Physical Fitness Test (APFT), which weighs heavy on
evaluations and promotions (Do et al., 2013). Mastering all physical fitness components to be
seen as a competitive, strong leader, and by working in these areas women can earn the respect
of their counterparts (Vaara et al., 2016). Counselors and other mental health professionals can
use existing knowledge to empathize the barriers and challenges military mothers in leadership
face. However, understanding the lived experiences of this select group of female leaders will
offer new insight into the adaptive behaviors that specifically contribute to their success.
Male-dominated vocation
Barriers and challenges women face in male-dominated vocations such as the United
States military, specifically the Army, are particularly difficult (Mason, 2019). The military has
traditionally been a masculine institution dominated by men and dismissing feminine traits as a
sign of weakness (Weitz 2015). Women occupy less than 15% of the entire population of the o
military which is recognized as one of the U.S. most male-dominated professions (Barroso,
2019). Women officers make up 18% of the officer population (DoD, 2020). As of 2020, the
Army reported that there was a total of 479,311 soldiers currently serving on active duty, of
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which only,921 were women. More specifically, only 9% (300) of the Sergeants Major
population in the entire Army are women (Barroso, 2019). It is noteworthy that some women
have succeeded, earning the rank of Sergeant Major in one of the most socially biased and
restrictive professions. Women are often criticized for having too much ambition compared to
men, often viewed as selfishness, while men are applauded for being ambitious (Manke, 2015).
Women are not often viewed as ambitious because they decide to become mothers and make
their family priority. Ambitious women are often viewed as power-seeking, competitive,
uncaring, and unsupportive (Sheard, 2018). In contrast, men were considered power-seekers,
being stronger, more robust, and having greater competence.
Females in senior leadership in male-dominated professions experience greater pressure
to perform because they are highly visible figures and are expected to represent all women as a
group (Settles, 2014). These women may also experience isolation due to the small number that
makes it to these positions and because they are seen as outsiders by both sexes within the
organization. Women are often subjected to gender and status bias and isolated from male-based
professional and social networks (Golinveaux, 2016; Northouse, 2016). Moreover, the cultural
stereotype of the soldier as decision-makers, objective, independent, self-confident, competitive,
single-minded, and leader-like, which is consistent with prescribed norms for men, but counter to
the stereotypes prescribed norms for women, as being helpful, gentle, kind, and emotionally
expressive. These stereotypes of women and the perceived attributes required for senior
leadership roles have been at the forefront of rendering women in the military unfit for specific
roles (Golinveaux, 2016).
The literature is clear that experiences of mistreatment in the form of gender
discrimination, sexual harassment, gender derogation, and incivility are common and have
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negative consequences for women in the military (Dichter & True, 2015; Golinveaux, 2016;
Straughn, 2016, Tepeet al., 2016; Kossek et al., 2016; Holley, 2019). There is a constant struggle
for women to prove they belong in a male-dominated career field (Golinveaux, 2016). Despite
the significant advancement’s females have made, many men as well as other women, find it
hard to take orders from a woman leader (Marencinova, 2018; Vial et al., 2016; Walker & Artiz,
2015). Often, female leaders are placed in the position of leading subordinates and superiors that
are explicitly and implicitly disrespectful because of their role. An example of explicit disrespect
for female leaders is evident in a study of gender and leadership, that suggested that subordinates
will do what it takes to discredit women officers if they do not believe in female leadership
(Marencinova, 2018).
Incongruence between Male and Female Roles
The socially constructed rules that dictate how men and women should behave are
considered gender roles. In today's culture, men are expected to be masculine and women are
expected to be feminine and judged negatively when they are not in compliance with these
gender roles (Golinveaux, 2016). The traditional role of the female is viewed as inferior to that of
the traditional male role (Bierema, 2016, Vial et al., 2016). Successful women are often forced
into a double bind, portrayed as selfish, ambitious, and power-hungry that sacrifice their family
and children when they attempt to fit into the organizational culture to achieve their goals
(Bierema, 2016; Rios et al., 2015). The majority of the caregiving and household tasks continue
to be the responsibility of women, which can limit their ability to excel in career, politics, and
education (Arsenault, 2018). Women are targets of harsh judgment and face discrimination more
often than men for behaving outside their culturally defined roles (Bierema, 2016; Cenkci &
Ozcelik, 2015). The impact of gender roles on military women is more concentrated than that of
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women that are not in the military. It negatively affects their performance at work and causes
them to leave the military early (Dichter & True, 2015). However, conflicting results show that
women are preferred as much or more than men in leadership roles (Kaiser & Wallace, 2016).
Women serving in the military differ from men serving alongside them in several ways. The
female population is more racially diverse than the male population; the largest number of
military women are African American, whereas the majority of military men are Caucasian
(DoD, 2017). Fewer women in the military are married compared to their male counterparts,
with nearly half of all married military women (48%) are married to someone also in the military
while only 7% of the men are dual military (Army Demographics, 2016). Women at the senior
rank are 13 times more likely to remain single than men (Iskra, 2010). Even with the increase in
combat exposure among women, more military men have served in combat than women (Ritchie
& Naclerio, 2015). In many ways, men and women in the military have similar experiences and
the women are just as likely to be officers as the men (DoD, 2020). Twelve percent of military
women are single parents compared to only four percent of military men are single dads (Ritchie
& Naclerio, 2015).
The problem is that the congruence between the roles of the male and female within the
organizational culture of the military, particularly of the Army, is disparaging (King & DiNitto,
2019; Kiser, 2015). There is a significant disparity in the positional attainment between the male
and female workforce (O’Callaghan & Jackson, 2018). The percentage of females joining the
military has risen from 2% to 14%, and the number of women becoming commissioned officers
has increased from 4% to 16% (DOD, 2020). A greater proportion among the ranks of women
are commissioned officers (18%) as compared to the men (13%) who are officers in the Army.
While in the enlisted ranks, only 37% of the enlisted rank are women, and 40% are men (DOD,
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2020). In their study, Doan & Portillo (2010) explored the changing roles of women in the
military and the demographic and occupational profile of men and women in the military. There
are differences in the occupational distribution of men and women in the military, with women
occupying more of the medical and administrative roles than men (Manke, 2015). Thirty percent
of women are in administrative positions, compared to 15% of men and 14% of women hold
medical roles compared to only 7% of men (Duffin, 2020). Prejudices surrounding men, women,
and leadership roles have scarcely moved in a more feminine direction. However, there is still a
preference for male leaders making the road to leadership instead of women in the military
(Mason, 2019).
Overcoming Male Dominance
Women still encounter obstacles on the road to leadership; however, many women have
been able to negotiate these challenges along the path toward positions prestige, power,
authority, and high-level leadership despite the barriers encountered on their journey (Mason,
2019). Views that state females are at a disadvantage compared to males in leadership are
influenced by cultural and historical tendencies (Marencinova, 2018). In their study, Eagly and
Carli (2007a) argued that three significant barriers, the concrete wall, the glass ceiling, and more
recently, the labyrinth have historically been obstacles to women's rise to secure leadership
positions. The concrete wall was between 1920-1970 that prohibited women's rights, followed by
the glass ceiling from 1970 to 1990 that penalized mothers and women that desired to have
children, and more recently, the labyrinth from 2004 to present where the obstacles are more
ambiguous (Dubin, 2019). The barriers are no longer absolute with women overcoming obstacles
and making it to the top of their organizations (Northouse, 2016). Males outnumber female
leaders by a wide margin in businesses, universities, politics, and the military. In their study, the
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American Association of University Women (AAUW) (2017) explored the gender gap in
leadership and the causes of women's underrepresentation in leadership roles in business,
politics, and education, which suggests that unconscious or implicit biases are a key obstacle to
women's leadership.
Marencinova (2018) found that many women cannot measure up to the authoritarianism
required of military leaders and suggest that women are seen as the fairer sex, and the stress and
pressure are too much for them to handle. The progression and promotion of women in military
service have been slow and often difficult. Even though there were documented permission for
women to join some areas of the military as early as 1947, it is still a work in progress
integrating women completely into the military. Both women and men face similar challenges
associated with military service; however, females have additional stressors in a traditionally
male profession. Increasingly, in the past few years, women have been making advances to
secure leadership positions in the highest levels of male dominate organizations and career fields
(Northouse, 2016). Equalitarianism within the military has been associated with women feeling
more confident about their potential to succeed within a male-dominant environment (Kiser,
2015; Chin, 2016). Women have overcome the many stereotypes and the perceived attributes
required for senior leadership roles have been at the forefront of rendering females in the military
unfit for specific roles (Sheard, 2018). However, not much focus has been placed on successful
women, who have achieved high-level leadership positions despite the stereotypes, barriers, and
obstacles that have prevented many other women from advancing to high- level leadership
position in male-dominant career fields such as the Army. These advancements and
achievements are important to acknowledge and understand because success might be
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enlightening, encouraging, and a model for other ambitious women striving for high levels of
leadership (Northouse, 2016).
Women who resist fitting into the stereotypical roles are viewed by military men as a
wife, mother, daughter, sister, teacher, or other caregiving or familial roles tending to make men
uncomfortable (Rios, et al, 2015; Bierema, 2016). Military women yielding to these stereotypes
may find it difficult or impossible to rise through the ranks to acquire senior leadership in the
military (Bierema, 2016; Vial et al., 2016) Women must demonstrate a strong work ethic and
earn the reputation as a solid performer and a good soldier in order to overcome male-dominance
and become a part of the military's team (Vial et al., 2016). These qualities will make it possible
for women to gain acceptance as an equitable member of the peer group and place them in a
position to ascend to senior leadership. Women must continuously find opportunities to gain the
confidence of the males and have a never quit attitude. These proposed strategies will help
women navigate this maze to overcome male dominance.
Role of Family and Parenting
The culture of women serving in the Army has changed drastically, and there are many
challenges women in the military face during their careers. These challenges include personal
criticism and physical discomfort, and when motherhood and leadership are added to the
equation it compounds these challenges (Lowry, 2015). Serving in the military is a unique
opportunity for women. Still, as a minority population, women face challenges and report greater
dissatisfaction with their service, which leads to shorter careers compared to men (Dichter &
True, 2015). The family and the soldiers vie for the time, resources, and loyalty of military
mothers in leadership positions. A career in the military for women with families largely impacts
the roles they play. This section focuses on these impacts a women’s career in the military have
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on motherhood, parenting, and finding balance on the journey to becoming successful military
mothers in senior leadership.
Impact to Role of Mother
Although both parents have equal partners in parenting, the mothers are still expected to
be the primary caregivers (Arsenalut, 2018). Researchers found that twenty percent of the
women in the military reported that they experienced difficulty balancing the family and their
military career deciding to leave the military (Dicher & True, 2015). Both men and women are
affected by absence and separation. However, Lynn, (2017) found that women experienced more
separation anxiety than men. Military mother's mental, physical, and emotional health are often
challenged during their military career; particularly during times of deployment and reintegration
(Segal et al., 2016). For many women, becoming a mother and navigating a demanding career in
the military is difficult to navigate. There are three compositions of military mothers being
married to a non-military spouse, being an unmarried or divorced single parent, or being married
to a spouse that is also serving in the military (King & DiNitto, 2019). Women are often the
caregivers to the children and the home regardless of their employment status, and for military
women on active duty, this can be more problematic than that of females not in the military
because of the greater responsibility and demands. The Post Deployment Reintegration Scale
was developed to measure how troops process their attitudes and feelings when they return home
from deployment (Blais et al., 2006). Their findings show that there is a need for time to allow a
military member to digress from the combat zones. This time will also allow the military
members to successfully merge both their combat identity with their combat identity in order to
reintegrate back into their homes.
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For men returning from combat the reintegration was less difficult as they had their
civilian spouses there to care for the children while they moved through the process (Tepe et al.,
2016). Women without children had time to dedicate to their reintegration as well, while the
military mothers were thrust back into their position as mothers and the demand to conform to
and respond to motherhood with little to no time or support to reintegrate back into the home
(Etchin, 2018; Liles, 2018). A study conducted by William (2017) found an individual's
acceptance of the traditional sexist views of women was linked to their attitudes toward women
working outside of the home. Therefore, women that chose to join the military and hold senior
leadership positions may experience increasing interpersonal difficulties, as family members
may not support their decisions to serve and leave their children and loved ones (Segal & Lane,
2016). Women are looked at more negatively than men for having children in highly skilled and
demanding fields such as the military (England et al., 2016).
Balancing Roles
Military mothers in leadership face a vital dilemma in the perception that there is
the incongruity between being a mother and being a leader. A double bind is created, mothers.
are perceived as ineffective in senior leadership because they are expected to be relational, while
leaders are expected to be task driven (Dave & Purohit, 2016). A common challenge for most
women is their need to balance work demands with their family responsibilities). Motherhood
has a huge impact on the professional advancement of women and their experiencing great
conflict between home and work life regardless of the support received from family and
employers (Kiser, 2015; Fischbach et al., 2015). Military mothers must be able to balance their
role as mothers, soldiers, and senior leaders (Kusmiyati & Efendy, 2017). Women are more
hindered by work and family conflict than men, but even more so in the military because it is an
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organization centered on male bodies and their needs (Nindl et al., 2016). The pull between
satisfying both their military and familial obligations is stronger for women, particularly military
mothers, in the workplace (DeAngelis & Segal). Military mothers face many family and work
conflicts such as long heavy work hours and demands impeding on their personal time, long
separations, and exposure to danger (DeAngelis & Segal, 2015). Unlike women in the military,
females in the civilian workplace have the option of reducing their work hours, workload,
choosing fewer demanding jobs (Munn & Greer, 2015). Women are more inclined to leave their
military careers once they have children than their male counterparts (Nanton, 2015). Limited
research exists exploring how women in the military navigate the competing demands of career
and family (Dave & Purohit, 2016; Rothrauff et al., 2018). Plummer (2019) examined the
difference between officers and enlisted military mothers in different career tracks and the
effects of career significance or job importance have on their decision to have or not have
children. Female officers, unlike enlisted females that are highly satisfied in the career and are
less likely to have children (Plummer, 2019).
Women in the military that have children early in their career leave the military to raise
their children after they give birth because it is assumed that their work efficiency will decrease
(Kiser, 2015). They are placed on the motherhood track, viewed as mothers first and workers
second (Dave & Purohit, 2016). Organizational cultures in male-dominated industries show less
support for mothers in leadership and tend to be less family friendly (Nanton, 2015; Munn &
Greer, 2015. Women that achieve leadership positions before having children experience more
conflict with regards to having children because of child-rearing responsibilities (Jee et al.,
2019). Mothers in the workplace face stereotypes (Dave & Purohit, 2016; Hoobler, 2014). In
other studies, women were perceived more negatively for having children than men in high
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skilled fields because they are then perceived as less competent than males and non-mothers
(England et al., 2016). Previous research on family and work conflict explored the factors that
cause the conflict (Dave & Purohit, 2016). Iskra (2010) suggested that women delay childbearing
or forgo having children at all in order to succeed in the masculine world. While some military
women decide to leave the military after they become mothers many women have children,
remain in the military, and go on the have successful careers. Women do the household chores,
prepare the meals, and take care of the kids when they are sick, all while keeping up with the
demands of their career (Dave & Purohit, 2016). Most research has focused on the damaging
consequences and barriers to the success of military mothers in leadership face, a growing body
of literature may show how these women continue to overcome the barriers (Vial et al., 2016).
Many of the experiences military mothers encounter can be traumatic such as gender bias,
stereotypes, inequality, and sexual harassment; sometimes resulting in psychological distress.
Many women learn and grow from these experiences. Planning and prioritizing are keys to
happiness, success, and balance between career and family. Women experience positive
psychological changes, become resilient, develop new perspectives, and personal growth that aid
in their success in the military (Clark-Crockett, 2019).
Factors Contributing to Success
There is not one specific personality type that defines the individuals that serve in the
military; however, there are many personality characteristics that successful women in the
military share (Kusmiyati & Efendy, 2017; Faoutas, 2017). This section focuses on the extrinsic
factors that contributed to women in the military, becoming successful mothers and leaders.
Resources are available for military mothers to access while coping with deployments,
transactions, and challenges of military life are essential for their well-being. Military women
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need certain outlets or support systems that they lean on to succeed while working in a stressful,
male-dominated environment. These support systems, family, friends, neighbors, community,
make it possible for them to adjust to a rule-bound, structured, hierarchical way of life, ensuring
career longevity and success (Holley, 2019). Lacking these support systems will make it difficult
for individuals to adapt to military life. Military mothers rely heavily on these extrinsic factors as
a source of support in coping with gender bias, stereotypes, inequality, and sexual harassment.
Family, social, and community support is synonymous with leadership leading to successful and
productive careers for military mothers.
Family Support
Parents, aunts, uncles, and grandparents of service members have served in the military
as a family tradition. Many soldiers in the Army are the first in their families to join the military.
Either way, family support is important in helping military members deal with difficult or
stressful times managing their emotions. Successful military mothers cultivate support from
within the family system and acknowledge their family as helping them achieve success in their
military career. Family support and staying connected to family is a valuable tool in coping with
the stressors of military life (Etchin, 2018; Brenner et al., 2015). Military mothers need to assess
and renegotiate within the partnerships in their personal life in order to achieve balance under the
dynamic situations they encounter. Having open communication with one's family support
infrastructure is important in decision making when emotional balance and life choices are at
stake. The military has family readiness groups that provide support to soldiers and their
families. The family support system is significant in assisting military mothers in the balance of
motherhood and career while serving on active duty (Waldrop, 2016). The family has been a
force multiplier for women, particularly single mothers, providing child-care during times of
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deployment (Etchin, 2018). The family network supports women by encouraging perseverance,
resilience, and providing wise advice during challenging situations and events that would not be
available in isolation (Whitley, 2018).
Social Support
Military mothers report higher levels of stress linked to the lack of social support than
military men in addition to experiencing unique challenges related to motherhood (Lacks, 2016).
This finding supports the notion that the ratio of men to women in the military creates a stressful
environment for women, further complicating their overall biopsychosocial health and potential
for military readiness and success. Cohesion and social environments serve to protect soldiers
from combat stressors (Holley, 2019) and social support is more important to women postdeployment because they take on the primary caregiving responsibilities when they return
(Etchin, 2018). Military mothers have proven to negotiate complicated paths to senior leadership,
authority; regardless of the gender biases, stereotypes, inequalities, and sexual harassment they
encountered along the way with the support of the family, community, and social groups (Kossek
et al., 2016). Settles (2014) examined how individuals of devalued social groups, particularly
women, negotiated multiple identities, perceived, and coped with unfair treatment to have a
successful career.
Participating in social networks has proven beneficial to the growth, advancement, and
ascension of military mothers into senior leadership positions (Dubin, 2019). Social networking
assists in acquiring resources, gathering information, creating change, organizing activities, and
aiding in career advancement (Glass & Cook, 2016). The military mother's social support
networks encourage perseverance, resilience, and providing wise advice during challenging
situations and events (Whitley, 2018). Military mothers provide each other with social support
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and encouragement and connect with them in order to cope with difficult times (Holley, 2019).
Forming effective relationships at all echelons provides support for achieving greater success
(Mason, 2019). Social support and the interpersonal relationships formed with other military
mothers, superiors, peers, and subordinates are keys to navigating the military culture and
overcoming the gender biases, stereotypes, inequalities, and sexual harassment (Kossek et al.,
2016). In addition to social support, a supportive community within and outside of the military
can make a world of difference for military mothers in leadership (Holley, 2019). There is a
military personality of shared beliefs, mannerisms, perceptions, and traits that women in the
military share. There are military community resources that facilitate successful adaptation to
military mothers and their families. These resources include family activities, routine
communication, and support during separation and reintegration (Military OneSource, 2020).
There is substantial evidence to suggest that it is beneficial for military mothers to develop good
family, social, and community support regardless of the existence of formal institutional
programs.
Factors Contributing to Resilience
The stressful environment and fast-paced nature of a career in the military require
military members to demonstrate resiliency in the face of these stressful events and to maintain
optimal physical and cognitive performance essential for success (Loggins, 2016). The
psychological well-being and resilience of military mothers are particularly under-researched,
which generally focused on the effects of separation on the spouses and children of the military
members. The history books seldom capture the significant accomplishments of women in
leadership. Despite the lack of recognition, women are leading and making contributions every
day by accomplishing great things in numerous fields. Military mothers that attain senior
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leadership positions are small. The positive psychological capacities of confidence, selfawareness, hope, and resiliency are identified as personal recourses of successful leaders (Etchin,
2018). The research found that resiliency acts as a mediator between the obstacles faced by
women in the military, and their ability to become successful mothers and senior leaders.
Resiliency is defined as the ability for adjusting, coping, overcoming, or recovering from
adversity and challenges (Haskell, 2015). Although military mothers in leadership positions
experience several of these obstacles, they reframed them as hurdles they must overcome
allowing them to tap into their inner strengths and gain confidence. Along with understanding
extrinsic factors contributing to the success of military mothers, exploring intrinsic factors such
as self-care, spirituality, coping mechanisms, psychological well-being is also imperative in
order to fully capture their overall success. This section focuses on those intrinsic factors that
contributed to women in the military becoming successful military mothers and senior leaders. In
developing their voice, gaining support and confidence military mothers rely heavily on these
intrinsic factors as a source of maintaining resilience in the face of gender bias, stereotypes,
inequality, and sexual harassment on their journey to becoming successful military mothers in
senior leadership positions.
Self-Care
Self-care is the first of these intrinsic factors and is a priority in maintaining resilience.
Military mothers often sacrifice self-care in order to perform the roles and responsibilities of
being a parent, spouse, and soldier (Holley, 2019). There are a variety of different activities
military mothers can engage in to take care of their physical, mental, and emotional well-being
while in senior leadership. These activities are things that can be done alone or with others.
Physical exercise, such as walking, swimming, running, and weightlifting has been shown to
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reduce stress. Transcendental meditation such as mindfulness and yoga, helps increase military
mothers' resilience to stress (Tomasulo, 2016). Listening to music and watching movies have
also shown to help create a peaceful haven and helped women establish their inner equilibrium
during challenging and stressful situations (Loggins, 2016). Participating in hobbies, family time,
and things they enjoy help women become centered and grounded (Khusid, 2013). Assessments
of mindfulness, yoga, and other types of meditation have shown decreases in stress levels for
women veterans and those on active duty.
The result of partaking in self-care that many successful service women share include
flexibility, confidence, and balance (Moore, 2015). Flexibility is recognized as a desirable trait,
as researchers found that women may be more flexible leaders (Kaiser & Wallace, 2016; Glass &
Cook, 2016). For women to succeed in the military they must be able to adapt and overcome.
Moore (2015) noted that without flexibility women would either fail or become frustrated and
leave the military because they do not possess the ability to adjust to their ever-changing
demands. Additionally, the most successful military women are those that maintain an organized
and structured approach to life but become adaptable when the situation calls for it (Moore,
2015).
The next result is confidence. A sense of confidence and inner strength is an ideal trait for
leaders and can contribute to an individual's personal identity and strength in an otherwise
stressful environment (Bierema, 2016; Cenkci & Ozcelik, 2015; Waldrop, 2016, Hoyt &
Murphy, 2016). Women that spend time taking care of themselves gain confidence in themselves
growing into their leadership roles and position (Holley, 2019). Military mothers that performed
self-care such as mindfulness, yoga, and exercise remain resilient in their roles and
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responsibilities of being a parent, spouse, and soldier in the face of adversity and challenges
(Avino, 2020; Holley).
Along with understanding other intrinsic factors contributing to the success of military
mothers, exploring women's spiritual health is also imperative in order to fully capture their
overall well-being (Lacks, 2016). Spiritual health and wellness are often considered less
important than physical, mental, emotional, and social health and wellness. Spiritual wellness is
vital to the overall health of military mothers in leadership and their families. There were no
studies that reported on the spiritual health of military mothers in senior leadership. Lacks
conducted a study to measure the spirituality of active-duty women in the military to better
understand their overall health and identify potential health disparities. Spirituality positively
correlated with emotional, mental, and physical well-being, personal resilience, and that women
identified with spirituality more the men. Self-care and spiritual wellness are key factors in the
well-being and resilience of military mothers in order to successfully negotiate motherhood and
leadership.
Coping Mechanisms
To overcome stereotypes and gender bias women have to demonstrate they can pull their
weight by suppressing their emotions by detaching, compartmentalizing, and ignoring their
feelings (Fischbach et al., 2015). They shift their feelings to the back of their mind to not show
signs of weakness or being distraught. Showing no emotion is an expectation for military women
to show they are emotionally strong to gain respect. Showing emotions can be seen as a sign of
weakness in women in leadership (Holley, 2019). Therefore, women often suppress their
emotions or choose to show emotions only in certain settings where the military institution
deems appropriate. These women learn to use coping skills to make it through their careers.
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Previous research found that resiliency and coping strategies effect women in leadership, such as
bonding with other military mothers, physical fitness, compartmentalizing, androgyny,
mindfulness, and yoga act as facilitators in the relationship between gender biases, stereotypes,
inequality, and sexual harassment(Nindl et al., 2016; Mona, 2016; Etchin, 2018). Coping refers
to the behavioral or cognitive strategy used to manage, change, or reduce the effects of a stressful
situation or event or manage one's thoughts or feelings about the situation or event (Burkhart &
Hogan, 2015; Brenner et al., 2015).
Coping strategies help military mothers overcome the occupational, financial, physical,
medical, and family stressors as well as the psychological, emotional, and spiritual conflict that
can lead to depression (Brenner et al., 2015; Burkhart & Hogan, 2015; Chaccatori, 2016). The
coping strategies successful military mothers use with job-related stress are bonding with other
military mothers in leadership, physical fitness, compartmentalizing, androgyny, mindfulness,
yoga. Physical fitness is effective in preparing the body and spirit for the rigors and stressors of a
military career. Some literature suggests that prescribing to a more androgynous leadership style
such as an orientation toward task and person is most effective in enabling women leaders to
switch between gender-based roles and adapt to leadership needs (Monzani et al., 2015). Women
often compartmentalize their feelings to avoid being vulnerable (Holley, 2019). They block or
detach from their emotions to in order to be viewed as strong, respectable when dealing with
difficult situations. Transforming into job or military mode allows military mothers the ability to
perform the tasks of their leadership position setting aside their personal emotions and persevere
through difficult situations and events.
Mindfulness helps individuals increase their physical relaxation, enjoyment of the
moment, and focus on the current situation by becoming more in touch with life during
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interactions (Doan, 2016; Avino, 2020). The tenants include taking a breath, creating a space for
being in the present in daily life, enjoying simple activities, managing stress mindfully, and
spending physical time with family in the garden (Tomasulo, 2016). Mindfulness is an effective
coping strategy for military mothers, offering significant improvement in achieving goals despite
the perceived obstacles, limitations which contributed to resilience (Doan, 2016). When military
mothers practice mindfulness they actively monitor their thoughts in order to remain neutral in
their thoughts, increase physical relaxation and enjoyment of the moment (Doan, 2016; Avino,
2020). Mindfulness helps decreased stress and improve personal relationships (Doan, 2016).
Stress resilience training helps mothers cope with the challenges associated with military
service (Chaccatori, 2016). This resiliency training provides soldiers and their families the
opportunity to learn how to not only meet challenges but also decreases anxiety, enhance
physical health, and improve family and work-place relationship. Research on stress and coping
illustrate that psychological manifestations of stress are considerably mediated by personal
coping styles. These coping responses can decrease the physiological and emotional responses of
traumatic experiences related to gender discrimination, combat, and sexual harassment (Burkhart
& Hogan, 2015; Brenner et al., 2015).
Psychological Well-being
Literature only marginally indicates that mental health resiliency in conjunction with
psychological empowerment of military mothers increases psychological well-being in cases
among Army personnel (Army Doctrine Publication ADP 6-22, 2016; DoD, 2017).
Psychological well-being in one study included six dimensions: self-acceptance, positive
relations with others, autonomy environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth
(Ryff, 2014). Self-acceptance is a positive attitude toward oneself, past experiences, and
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accepting one's characteristics. Autonomy is being self-determining and independent.
Environmental mastery is having the capacity to handle and control the environment to fulfill
one's needs. Purpose in life refers to being grounded and personal growth refers to living up to
one’s potential. Psychological well-being refers to having a satisfying sense of meaning in life.
Psychological well-being is not only important for self-realization and psychological nourishing
but also important in and an individual's physical health (Ryff, 2017; Springer & Hauser, 2015).
Research has demonstrated that individuals with high psychological well-being is linked to better
health and increased levels of functioning (Ryff, 2017).
Literature has shown diﬀerences between women and men in some psychological wellbeing dimensions (Gomez-Baya et al., 2018). Women experience positive and negative emotions
with greater frequency and intensity than men. However, studies have demonstrated a few
gender diﬀerences in psychological well-being (Diener & Ryan, 2014). Women have more
positive relations with others than men, while males have more self-acceptance and autonomy
than females. Masculinity was found to be associated with the psychological well-being of both
men and women as opposed to femininity (Matud et al., 2019). Ryff (2017) noted that the
individual's resiliency and psychological well-being has an impact on how they respond to the
stressors. Successful women have high psychological well-being being emotionally, mentally,
and psychologically resilient and able to overcome the challenges of gender bias, stereotypes,
inequality, and sexual harassment encountered as mothers in the military.
Gaps in Current Empirical Knowledge
There are several gaps in the current literature related to the strengths and resilience of
military mothers serving in leadership roles, creating an opportunity to contribute specifically to
the disparities that cloud our understanding of this phenomenon. Additional research is needed to
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address the gaps in the scientific literature on psychological impact serving in substantive insight
into the lived experiences of military mothers who have attained success as a leader in the
military by achieving the rank of Sergeant Major (DoD, 2020). The roles that women played in
the military have changed significantly over the past 30 years. Considering all the changes, there
is still a gap in the number of enlisted women that attain senior leadership positions. The lack of
research and documentation of stories that depict the experiences and accomplishments of
women in the highest enlisted rank within the Army may be compounding the obstacles
inhibiting the progression of women in any military. Research studies explored the journey of
women at war and detailed the effects of that experience (Lowry, 2015). Additionally, other
research studies examined the identity of women in the military (Dona & Portillo, 2016) and
explored the challenges in leadership development that is common for women in the military
(Manke, 2015). The neglected element within the body of current research is the distinct
demands that military women face as mothers. Colon's (2012) study explored the perceptions of
aspiring and accomplished, enlisted, female, Air Force leaders regarding the traits and
experiences necessary for women's ascension in the ranks, and Waldrop (2016) examined the
career trajectories of women generals in the marines. There is still a lack of documented
narratives that may be compounding the obstacles preventing the progression of women in any
field. There is a lack of documented stories of military mothers in senior leadership in the Army
and a lack of research regarding how women in the military negotiate the competing demands of
work and family. Women in the military navigation between their career and family are similar
to many civilian working women today. A subset emerges among the women that serve in the
military that generates additional questions not yet answered. This research fills the gap in
knowledge about enlisted mothers in the top echelons of the military and finds that they can have
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both a satisfying and successful military career, as well as a healthy and thriving home life. To
date, no studies have examined the lived experiences of military mothers who navigated the
trajectory to the position of Sergeants Major in the Army and how they leveraged the personal
attributes, factors of resilience, and strategies that promote well-being that were crucial to their
success.
Summary
This literature review assembled comprehensive research literature on the experiences of
military mothers who are Sergeants Major in the United States Army and the personal attributes,
factors of resilience, and strategies that promote well-being reported to being crucial to their
success. The roles that women played in the military have changed significantly over the past 30
years. Considering all the changes, there is still a gap in the number of enlisted women that attain
senior leadership positions. There has been a continuous debate surrounding women in the
military, gender equality, becoming military mothers, and obtaining leadership roles. Over the
years, women have proven that they can survive and thrive in this male-dominated profession.
Currently, women are serving in the military in greater numbers than ever before, overcoming
racial and sexual discrimination, on the frontlines of combat, and holding top leadership
positions. Many women are striving to hold positions at every level of leadership in the military
and at the same time, becoming mothers. Many women, including this author have overcome
many obstacles and barriers to have children and obtain high levels of leadership with dignity
and respect, all while maintaining mental, physical, psychological, and spiritual health.
The composite review of literature has included various types of sources examining
experiences, challenges, and success factors, addressing how each aspect fosters success for
women in the military. The historical review of women in the military provided insight into the
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environment in which women served. Highlighting the women and mothers in the military, in
leadership positions, and, more specifically, the position of CSM and SGM. This review
addressed the obstacles impacting mothers in leadership from a position of stability and balance.
Focusing on the psychological challenges, the incongruence between the male and female roles,
mental obstacles, overcoming make dominance, inequality, and sexual harassment that military
mothers face on their journey to becoming senior leaders in the military. Next, the study focused
on the role of family and parenting, finding balance on their journey to becoming successful
military mothers and senior leaders. Finally, the study examines the intrinsic factors that
contribute to the success of military mothers, self-care, coping mechanisms, and psychological
well-being, and the extrinsic factors, family, social, and community support.
CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview
The life of the mothers serving in Sergeant Major positions on active duty in the military
are often dominated by gender biases, stereotypes, inequality, sexual harassment, and lack of
voice and support that they will encounter as mothers in military culture. (Vial et al., 2016).
Women are one of the largest growing population in the U.S. Military, with half of them being
mothers and senior leaders. These obstacles and challenges faced by women in male-dominated
organizations, such as the Army, are difficult because of the present personal and family choices
uncertainty, undercover forms of gender bias, and unacknowledged stereotypes (Bierema, 2016;
Kerevel & Atkeson, 2015, & Vial et al., 2016). Despite the odds of becoming a Sergeant Major,
some women have not only succeeded but have managed to earn the position and thrive in
managing the dual roles of mother and Sergeant Major. This chapter discusses the research
methodology that will be used to understand the experiences of military mothers who are
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Sergeants Major in the Army and the personal attributes, factors of resilience, and strategies that
promote well-being that were crucial to their success. This chapter outlines all the components
used to complete this qualitative research study. Specifically, the heuristic inquiry approach
created by Moustakas (1990) allows each participant's unique experience to be captured. The
heuristic inquiry will provide relevance in both personal experiences and group occurrences
(Moustakas, 1994; Moustakas, 2015). A heuristic inquiry is a form of phenomenology inquiry
that places the researcher at the center of the investigation and brings one's personal insights and
experiences in the study while remaining open for new ideas (Patton, 2015). A heuristic inquiry
is appropriate for this study because it brings to the forefront of my experiences and insights as a
military mother and CSM in the Army. The phenomenological approach helped discover and
describe the insights, perspectives, and experiences of military mothers that are Sergeants
Majors, including the qualitative research methods employed (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Phenomenology aimed to understand what a person’s experience means for them while
providing a comprehensive description of the experience (Moustakas, 1994).
Next, the decisions and procedures for participants and site selection, along with the
researcher's role, were explained. Following that, I described in detail: the design, research
questions, procedures, data collection, and data analysis. Lastly, the trustworthiness and ethical
considerations were identified and addressed. A comprehensive explanation to outline the steps I
took to conduct this study to ensure it can be replicated in the future and to maintain authenticity
and ensure trustworthiness. This section contains several subsections, including the research
design, research questions, site, and participant selection, procedures, approval to conduct this
study, interview guides, interview process, data collection, recording, and analysis of collected
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data. Additionally, the procedures of the research study were described that were used to
maintain authenticity and trustworthiness.
Research Questions
The purpose of this heuristic phenomenological qualitative study was to investigate the
lived experiences of military mothers who navigated the trajectory to the position of Sergeants
Major in the Army; and how they leveraged the personal attributes, factors of resilience, and
strategies that promote well-being, that were crucial to their success. The researcher used a
combination of semi-structured interviews and questionnaires to collect the data and to analyze
the common themes, perceptions, and life experiences of this population (Patton, 2015). The
semi-structured interviews consisted of pre-determined questions to elicit discussion that allowed
the opportunity to explore particular themes or responses further; however, the participants were
not limited to the pre-determined questions. The research questions were used to guide this study
of the most successful enlisted women in the Army. The following research questions were
developed to guide the study selection of methodology.
Central Research Question
Research Questions. How do military mothers describe their trajectory to the position of
Sergeant Major? In what ways do military mothers in Sergeant Major positions in the Army
resolve the competing demands of motherhood and career while maintaining psychological wellbeing and resilience?
Research Design
The heuristic phenomenological qualitative study design was chosen for this study. It
allowed me to explore the individual experiences of military mothers in leadership positions as
individual cases across cases. This heuristic phenomenological study allowed me to gather and a
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better understanding of the experiences of military mothers who are Sergeants Major in the
Army and the personal attributes, factors of resilience, and strategies that promote well-being,
reported that were crucial to their success. As a military mother and Command Sergeant Major,
this heuristic phenomenological inquiry allowed exploration of my own personal experience and
others' experiences to fill the gaps in the literature. I fulfilled the two components necessary for
heuristic inquiry, experience with the phenomenon and a passionate interest in the subject
(Moustakes, 1994, Moustakes, 2015). Using my experiences as a military mother and CSM in
the Army, I reached out to all CSM/SGM past and present and asked them to participate in my
study, sharing their lived experiences. The experiences of military mothers who have served or
currently serving in senior leadership offer new insights into the military's possible impact on
motherhood. It is the hope that this research will give counselors and other professionals a better
understanding of the adaptive behaviors and psychological and emotional well-being of military
mothers in senior leadership in the Army.
This study focused on the experiences reported by successful military mothers that have
achieved the rank of Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major and identify themes, trends, and
factors they share that contributed to their success. In-depth interviews are an effective means to
collect data about the military mother's lives and experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I
used a qualitative research strategy approach to explore the themes that surfaced from the
narratives of 10 active-duty military mothers to gain an understanding of the integration of
motherhood, military life, and leadership that was context-specific to generate new ideas. Using
the qualitative research method allowed an in-depth exploration into understanding the life
experiences, perceptions, and common themes of this population. To see the world from their
perspective and the meaning they give to their experiences as military mothers and leaders.
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Potential participants that were known to meet the following criteria were contacted via email
using an email recruitment script to request participation in this study and to provide referrals of
other potential participants. The women that serve as participants in this study were active or
retired Command Sergeant Majors and Sergeant Majors that have served at least 15 years in
varied career fields, have, or had children while serving on active duty in Command/Sergeant
Major positions and did not have any personal or professional experience with the researcher.
These criteria offer an opportunity to investigate the culture and social context in which these
women serve that supported and challenged their advancement. I provided a questionnaire to
individuals to verify they met the criteria and selected ten individuals to participate in the study.
An audio recorded interview was scheduled for each participant.
Miles et al. (2014) suggested that qualitative data is a source of well-grounded, rich
descriptions and explanations of processes in identifiable local contexts. According to Sutton &
Qualitative research, test theories examine the relationship between variables (Austin, 2015).
This research approach was a method of discovering and understanding the dynamic, holistic,
and dynamic nature of human beings (Sutton & Austin, 2015; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The
study used a qualitative research foundation. The qualitative research method is the best
methodology for the research question in this study because it is not a well-researched issue. It
helped to understand the participants' experiences and context (Patton, 2015). There are several
benefits of using a qualitative method in leadership, including the role and impact of contextual
issues and clarification of the process of leadership (Patton, 2015). It allowed me to get at the
inner experiences of the military mothers, gain insight into the nature of this phenomenon,
discover the problems that exist within the phenomenon, and develop new concepts of theoretical
perspectives about the phenomenon (Patton, 2015).
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Qualitative research is an intensive, holistic analysis and description of a single entity that
helps to understand the setting, nature, and the experiences others have in the context (Merriam,
2015). The qualitative research approach was appropriate in the pursuit of accounts of
experiences that military mothers encountered throughout their time in the Army (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). The qualitative research method investigates the meaning of individuals' lives
and represents their views and perspectives (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This study recorded
what the participants said, in words, tone, and gestures, to examine the military norms
concerning mothers in the military and asked the question to understand how military mothers in
Command Sergeant and Sergeant Major positions in the Army resolve the competing demands of
motherhood and career while maintaining psychological well-being and resilience.
Phenomenology studies, consisting of gathering personal reflections of events, causes, and
effects from one or several individuals, aimed at finding common themes and elements that
comprise the phenomenon (Patton, 2015). The phenomenological approach in this qualitative
study was used to describe military mothers' experiences in senior leadership in the Army. The
phenomenology design approach, a systematic attempt to uncover and describe the structures or
lived experiences, was appropriate for this study. Phenomenology attempts to explore
experiences, understand problems, ideas, and situations from the perspective of common
understanding and experience rather than differences. Phenomenology attempts to understand
how human beings experience their world—a powerful tool to help understand the subjective
experience. When attempting to gain a detailed, thick description of the human phenomenon,
phenomenologist suggests that this method is appropriate (Moustakas, 1990).
Heuristic inquiry provides an overarching framework that guides the entire process, and
transcendental phenomenology offers concrete notions for data analysis (Moustakas, 1994).
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Heuristics seeks to identify meaning in experiences through a focused examination of data but
departs from traditional phenomenology. Phenomenology suggests detachment from the
phenomenon being investigated, and heuristics emphasizes relationship and connectedness to the
phenomenon (Moustakas, 1990). Phenomenology loses the individuals in the process of
descriptive analysis; in heuristics, the research participants remain visible in the examination of
the data and portray it as a whole person. For this study, I used the heuristic phenomenology
approach to emphasize the validity of the information gained through detailed descriptions that
allow for an understanding of the essence of experience (Moustakes, 1994). A heuristic inquiry is
rooted in the Greek works heuristic and eureka, which means to find relevancy in both personal
and group experiences. A heuristic inquiry is a form of phenomenological inquiry popularized by
Moustakes (1990) as a systematic and organized form of investigation of human experiences,
which places the researcher at the center of the investigation (Patton, 2015).
Heuristic inquiry employs a variety of voices to cover many facets of the experience
researched, the researcher's voice, the participants or "co-researchers," and the accounts found in
the literature (Moustakas, 1990). This approach allowed the researcher to capture military
mothers' personal experiences and develop a rich description based on their experiences in senior
leadership. A heuristic approach enables the development of new knowledge that is not available
through other means (Moustakas (1994). A heuristic inquiry was appropriate for this study
because, as a researcher, I have held an interest in the lack of research and documentation of
stories that depict the experiences and accomplishments of women in the highest enlisted rank
within the Army in which I have worked for years. Although I have spent years in the themes
and questions of this research, I fully understand that validating women's meanings of their
experiences is much greater than my own individual story.
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Many researchers have used a heuristic inquiry for their studies. Boan (2019) used
heuristic phenomenological inquiry to explain her personal experiences as a female secondary
educator and the meaning she attributes to the continued disproportionality of the high school
principalship. The researcher captured her experiences in a journal and used the data for the
study. Likewise, York (2017) used a heuristic approach to understand the essence of the lived
experience of returning to work after a traumatic injury. As part of the research process, the
researcher crafted the narrative of her responses to the research questions before conducting the
participant interviews. Adams (2014) also used a heuristic approach to describe her experiencing
courage as a leader. The researcher used the process of journaling her own experiences before
and after conducting the participant interviews. As the founder of heuristic inquiry Moustakas
(1990; 1994) used the six phases of heuristic research to discover relevancy in personal
experiences and group occurrences: initial engagement, immersion into the topic and question,
incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis. These steps will be described in the
data analysis section.
The transcendental phenomenological design is beneficial when asking participants to
describe themselves, the essence and meaning of their experiences, and is ideal when describing
rather than interpreting (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Patton, 2015). Transcendental
phenomenology offers a structure for analyzing data by reducing information to significant
quotes or statements and combines them into themes (Moustakas, 1994). Additionally,
transcendental phenomenology is grounded in the concept of putting aside all preconceived
notions to see phenomena through unclouded lenses, thereby permitting the true meaning of the
phenomena to develop within their own identity. Moustakas' transcendental inquiry process
includes epoche, imaginative variation, data division, theme identification, and textural
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synthesis. Transcendental phenomenology uses bracketing or epoche to place the researcher’s
personal experiences, beliefs, and assumptions aside while making meaning of participants’
experiences (Moustakas, 1990). The transcendental process allows the research to be structured
to allow participants to cognitively process their experiences in a way that extracts meaning and
understanding from the phenomenon studied. Combining heuristic and transcendental
phenomenology will allow me, the researcher, to acknowledge the shared experiences I have
with the participants of this study while critically examining my own consciousness in an effort
to listen fully and hear the participants without influencing them with my own thinking, feelings,
and insights (Moustakas, 1990; 1994).
Setting
There was no specific site selected. The ten military mothers and leaders were not limited
to a site. The study participants were drawn from a purposeful sampling of women that meet the
selection criteria. The women that served as participants in this study were active or retired
Command Sergeant Majors and Sergeant Majors that have served at least 15 years in varied
career fields, have, or had children while serving on active duty in Command/Sergeant Major
positions. Locations were be selected for the convenience of the female Command/Sergeant
Majors, but not on a military installation. While face-to-face interviews were the preferred
method for all the interviews, all interviews were conducted via MS TEAMS audio/video
conferencing due to the participants' location. All interviews were audio-recorded with two
recording devices to ensure data integrity.
Participants
The researcher began with studying military mothers in Sergeant Major positions that
would yield 10 participants, and data was collected through individual interviews conducted via
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video conference. The participants were not given the questions before the interview to ensure
they provide natural responses (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). All participants described their
personal stories of motherhood and career progression. The following guided research questions
developed the structure of this study: How do military mothers describe their trajectory to
Sergeant Major's position? In what ways do military mothers in Sergeant Major positions in the
Army resolve motherhood and career competing demands while maintaining psychological wellbeing and resilience?
Women who served as participants in this study were active or retired Command
Sergeant Major/Sergeant Majors who served at least 15 years in varied career fields and females
that I do not know professionally or personally. These criteria offered an opportunity to
investigate the culture and social context in which these women served to support and challenge
their advancement. This study illuminated the specific actions these women had to take and the
physical, emotional, mental, and personal backgrounds that encouraged, motivated, and
supported their ability to balance motherhood and this high-level leadership position. The
screening of 10 potential military mothers involved identifying military mothers that meet the
following criteria (a) serve currently or have served on active duty in any military branch for at
least 15 years (b) served in a leadership position (c) have or had children while serving on active
duty in Command/Sergeant Major positions, and (d) have never work with or have a personal
relationship with the primary researcher. This criterion was used to identify women who fit these
specific criteria and are willing to share and discuss their experiences in the military as a female
soldier in leadership and motherhood. While the total number of participants could be larger than
10, the goal was to interview participants to gain contributions across all occupational specialties
to gain thematic saturation of the experience. The sample size of 10 should be enough to have
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data saturation, Miles et al. (2014) suggested that no more than 12 participants; adding too many
cases could make analysis complicated and unwieldy. Emails were sent to all the current and
previous female Command/Sergeant Majors announcing their support and advocacy for this
study and asking them to consider participating. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved
consent forms were also presented to all participants for signature. The interviews were
conducted via MS TEAMS audio/video conferencing.
A purposive sampling strategy was used to ensure that volunteer participants were
selected from the elite group of military mothers who achieved the rank of Command/Sergeants
Major in the Army (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Patton (2015) identified this type of sampling
strategy as deviant or extreme case sampling, which involves selecting information-rich cases
that are special and unusual. Creswell & Creswell (2018) asserted that purposeful sampling is
often used in qualitative research designs. For this study, a deliberate method to select
participants with specific characteristics from the population was determined to be suitable for
the study's needs. More specifically, criterion sampling was used to guide the selection of
military mothers of Sergeant Major's rank in the Army. Participants were selected based on
information reported on a voluntary questionnaire created. To participate, individuals were
required to complete one-on-one interviews.
Procedures
First and foremost, obtaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) through Liberty
University was a primary consideration. After obtaining full approval from Liberty University to
conduct the study, I provided each participant with a recruitment letter and a demographic
survey. The identified participants were emailed a welcome letter that included an informed
consent form and IRB approval letter (Appendices G, H, and I). The consent forms were printed,
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signed, and returned before the one-on-one interviews. I provided each participant with the
purpose of the study, the procedures that would be used, and the data collection process. I
explained how I would protect the participant's identities, benefits, and risks for participating in
this study. Data was obtained through one-on-one interviews, and all data was collected
electronically with audio/video recordings transcribed. I refined the working areas during the
data collection and analysis process, conceptualizing the coherent theoretical definitions while
organizing the data and preliminary ideas. Concepts and evidence were treated as mutually
interdependent and linked to create theoretical relationships (Patton, 2015). I described how
specific observations and thoughts about the data contributed to the working ideas, emphasizing
the social context for understanding the focus of the study.
I used purposeful sampling to select ten female Command/Sergeants Major for
participation in this research study. As denoted by Creswell & Plano Clark (2018), purposeful
sampling is a technique used in qualitative research to gain insight concerning select individuals
or groups of individuals that are especially knowledgeable about or experienced with a
phenomenon of interest. Researchers suggested that the qualitative approach to research as a
more efficient and effective method when analyzing individuals' experiences (Kalu & Bwalya,
2017). A person's experience can be subjective; therefore, it requires personal interviews to
gather detailed real-life experiences from the one that experienced the phenomenon (Patton,
2015). The qualitative method also provided a rich, in-depth view of the military mother's
psychological well-being and resilience.
The Researcher's Role
I am a military mother and Command Sergeant Major in the United States Army. I
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shared many characteristics with the study participants. The identification with the subject
material frames the goal of the study lends itself to the heuristic inquiry. Participants were all
soldiers in the Army of which I am an active member. In qualitative research, the researcher's
role is to describe the phenomena in a natural state by taking on the human instrument's role
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I provided a synthesized description of the experiences that
military mothers undergo by utilizing the defined data collection methods, listening, and relistening to the participants' voice and tones. The researcher acknowledged the bias that might be
brought to the study based on the researcher's experience working as a military mother and
Sergeant Major in the Army. I keep a research journal (Appendix D), recording my thoughts,
feeling, and responses to the interactions with the participants, which were an active part of
constructing meaning the participants' interactions8). As a military mother and Command
Sergeant Major, I have experienced the obstacles, challenges, vulnerability, moral courage, and
balance in my role that comes with being a military mother. I knew my own perspectives on my
trajectory to the position of Command Sergeant Major during my career but wanted to know if
different perspectives have affected or influenced other military mothers. Still, I wanted'
experiences. I was also curious if the experiences of other military mothers in Command
Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major position were similar to mine, resolving the competing demands
of motherhood and career while maintaining psychological well-being and resilience.
Data Collection
In qualitative studies, data is likely to be gathered through the ethnographic tools of indepth interviewing and participant observation (Creswell, 2018). Patton (2015) suggested that
the purpose of qualitative studies is to collect in-depth, systematic, and comprehensive
information about each case. To begin to understand the experiences of military mothers in
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senior leadership in the Army, the primary source of data on the participating military mother
was drawn from personal interviews. In this heuristic phenomenological study, the researcher
collected data from 10 voluntary participants within their environment. Data was obtained using
one-on-one interviews. Collecting converging evidence from different sources helped me
validate the themes that immerged; triangulation of the data to increase the study's
trustworthiness (Creswell, 2018). The ideal triangulation seeks confirmation from at least three
sources, direct observation, verbal report, or documents.
A demographic questionnaire was provided to the volunteers to find diverse participation.
There are currently 3,487 Sergeants Major (E9), of which only 300 are women, 9% of the total
population (DoD, 2020), which suggests that women are slightly underrepresented in the most
senior enlisted rank. Twelve individuals expressed interest in participating in the study. Of the 12
individuals, two were not mothers and, therefore, did not meet the research study's qualifications.
I identified two key informants that were asked to recommend other potential participants. I
received contact information for two potential participants, which created a momentum of the
snowball sampling method (Patton, 2015). I contacted the potential participants through email
using the Email Recruitment Script (Appendix B) to request their participation in this study and
invited referrals of other prospective participants. I received contact information for ten
additional potential participants. In addition to the email recruitment script, I included the
Consent Form with the IRB approval stamp (Appendix A) and the Screening Questionnaire
(Appendix C). Each interested participant completed the Screening Questionnaire. After
reviewing the Screening Questionnaire and verifying they met the criteria, ten servicewomen
were selected, and all 10 participants consented to participate via the consent form. Each
participant was explained the purpose of the study and the procedures that would be used to
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capture their stories. Participants were also reassured that their information would remain
confidential. The research process began as I reflected on my own experiences by journaling my
reactions to the questions before the first interview, as this is a heuristic inquiry. The journaling
would be used to reveal meaningful recollections from the collected data that would be used in
the analysis. Based on my background as a military mother and senior leadership, I tacitly
possessed knowledge regarding the subject. The heuristic research method provided an
augmentation for my experiences through the applied methodology. I employed the process of
epoche before the individual interviews, setting aside any biases and prejudgments.
During the audio-taped interview process, I asked each of the military mothers 12 openended questions designed to answer the original research questions (see Appendix E):
1) How do military mothers describe their trajectory to the position of Sergeant Major?
2) In what ways do military mothers in Sergeant Major positions in the Army resolve the
competing demands of motherhood and career while maintaining psychological well-being
and resilience?
As each military mother responded to the questions by describing their experiences, I
listened for unique complexities and asked follow-on questions to reveal a deeper meaning. After
reaching the depth of discovery for each question, I moved ahead in the range of data collection
through each question, and the interview process was terminated after all questions had been
adequately answered. I proceeded to conduct an analysis and interpretation of the data to gain
new understandings. As the interviews developed, the researcher recognized multiple
consistencies and themes that emerged. I also found that I identified with the experiences and
feelings shared by the participants. At times I found myself immersed in the participant's stories.
Later, reviewing my experiences with those of the participants revealed that while the time, date,
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location, events, action, and behaviors varied, the stories shared common trends. I also found that
all participants' experiences, thoughts, perceptions, and feelings had vast similarities.
Upon completing each interview, the researcher took notes and journaled their thoughts and
feelings to record what arose during the interviews. These periods between interviews allowed
for the incubation period, in which I moved away from the intensity of the study to enable tacit
knowledge and intuition to take place so creativity and integration could surface, which is an
important part of heuristic inquiry (Moustakas, 1990). I conducted follow-up interviews with all
participants to clarify and expand on the participant's interviews' specific details. I transcribed
each participant's interview narrative and emailed each participant a copy of their transcript for
member checking to ensure they accurately represented their thoughts (Moustakas, 1990). I
received responses from eight participants confirming that the transcripts accurately depicted
their experience, and two participants requested adjustments to their responses to represent what
they meant to say accurately. After making the changes, I moved away from the data for two
weeks to recapture an unbiased perspective on the collected data (Moustakas, 1990).
Interviews
The interview consists of open-ended questions and probes, producing in-depth responses
about an individual's experiences, feelings, opinions, knowledge, and perceptions (Patton, 2015).
The interview brings to view that which is not seen (Patton, 2015). The semi-structured interview
approach was used for this study, beginning with pre-determined questions outlined to guide the
participants. A semi-structured interview does not limit the respondents to a set of predetermined answers. It allows the interviewer the latitude to adapt questions to the specific
direction of responses allow for more natural and intuitive conversations between the participants
and researchers. The interviews intended to identify the patterns, themes, and factors believed to
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enhance or inhibit psychological well-being and resilience for military mothers in senior
leadership positions and to study the military mother's perceived experience as senior leaders.
The interviews explored the key aspects in which military mothers felt may have directly
contributed to their success. It is essential to gather data during interviews in a retrievable
format; this researcher will use audio-recording with participants' permission (Sutton & Austin
(2015). Through exploratory interviewing, I was able to probe deeply into the military mother's
experiences in order to uncover how they discuss and articulate their personal assumptions and
general ideologies (Patton, 2015). These interviews were conducted using a general interview
guide to ensure the same basic lines of inquiry were pursued with each individual interviewed.
Additionally, they provided topics of subject areas that can be freely explored, probed, and ask
appropriate questions illuminated elucidated this study topic (Patton, 2015). Follow-ups with
participants to augment and clarify data from the interviews were conducted. The following is
the structured, formal interview guide with open-ended questions, adapted as the process from
the research method plan.
Instrumentation
Original instruments were developed for data collection in this study. The three
instruments were used in this study. First, is basic demographic data gathered to facilitate the
comparison of the participant's life and experiences. These items will address family and work
details that might be influential to military mothers in leadership. Second, I explored my personal
biases resultant from my immersion in the topic and my personal experiences as a military
mother and Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major (Moustakes, 1990). The third instrument
was the semi-structured interview. An interview instrument was developed using open-ended
questions to elicit the personal stories of the military mothers in Command Sergeant
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Major/Sergeant Major positions. Queries aligned with the central research question were used to
facilitate the documentation of military mothers' experiences in the Command Sergeant
Major/Sergeant Major position. These questions were created as direct open-ended items that
enabled each participant to share their perspectives on their experiences about being military
mothers and Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major. The interview questions (Appendix A)
were approached in two parts; first, they were explored the military and work variables, and
second the variables that impacted the home. The following questions functioned as a general
guide to help create content and meaning about the experiences of military mothers who
Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Majors in the Army and their personal attributes are, factors
of resilience, and strategies that promote well-being.
1. Describe a typical day as a career military woman.
2. What attributes have helped you gain authority and influence?
3. What is your role as a leader in the Army?
4. Describe some of the most significant challenges that are unique to females in this
leadership role in the Army?
5. Describe some of the rewarding benefits from a leadership position that are unique to
females in this role?
6. What personal attributes do you contribute to your success as a leader?
7. Describe the support systems that have been significant to your success as a leader?
8. Describe some of the most significant challenges from a parenting position that are
unique to females in the military?
9. Describe how the role of being a military leader has influenced you as a mother?
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10. Speak about a time when you questioned whether being a leader was worth the time away
from family because of the responsibility?
11. Walkthrough that questioning experience?
12. When you think about the dual roles of mom and military leader, can you elaborate on
your experiences and/or challenges that you have encountered between these two roles.
13. When you consider your own well-being, throughout your career as a mother and military
leader, what are the most significant variables that helped you balance these roles? Did
these queries address the defining factors influential in your success as a military mother
in senior leadership in a male-dominated profession?
Document Analysis
Seeking to answer the research questions, this inquiry documented analysis of narrative
writing and semi-structured interviews. These techniques are key to qualitative research. In
addition to the interviews of the military mothers, I conducted an extensive document review of
different information related to the military mothers in senior leadership positions in order to
gain more insight into their lives and careers. This data included military historical archives,
public media sources, magazine articles, and biographies. Information from these sources served
to inform the interview questions.
Data Analysis
Research studies are both a product and a process of inquiry that include a variety of data
and sources relative to the study of interest (Patton, 2015). As the founder of heuristic inquiry,
Moustakas (1990; 1994) proposed a six-step process for heuristic research used to discover
relevancy in personal experiences and group occurrences. Upon returning to the data and
receiving verification from participants on the transcripts' accuracy, I immersed myself in
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multiple reviews of the transcripts by playing the video recordings to ensure the transcriptions'
accuracy by putting them through an analysis process following these steps. The six-step process
consists of (a) initial engagement - consisting of the researcher's awareness of the topic; (b)
immersion - where the researcher explores the subject, develop meaning, and makes the question
the center of the experiential world; (c) incubation – allows the researcher to retreat and detach
from the concentrated focus on the study allowing the information to be processed on a
subconscious level through inference and intuition, offering new perspective; (d) illumination –
allows for discovery and clarity of the subject; (e) explication – the process of explaining the
themes that arise and lead to essential meanings and expression of the data, and (f) creative
synthesis - where the experience as a whole is captured (Moustakas, 1990). Moustakas (1990)
emphasizes the use of differentiating and focusing the data as a means of attaining quality and
direction of the emergent data. A thematic analysis to identify and compare commonalities or
differences in the identified traits and experiences that might be influential within the military
mother's journey as senior leaders (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I entered the raw data into
NVivo and created a coding system that used phrases and words that were commonly repeated in
multiple interviewees’ narratives for analysis. After transcribing, re-reading the transcripts, and
listening to the recordings again, the themes became apparent and validated. These
commonalities formed the basis for coding the experiences of each participant.
To understand and organize the data, I used coding. Coding is a technique that enables the
qualitative researcher to consolidate and group similarly coded data into categories because they
share some characteristics (Miles et al., 2014). Coding is a process of processes or cycles that
begin with the identification of a single word, or a short phrase, to a full sentence to the text on
an entire page that symbolically assigns a salient, summative, essence-capturing, and evocative
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attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data (Elliott, 2018; Miles et al. 2014). Open
coding helps the researcher analyze the data as significant statements, meaning units, textural
and structural descriptions, and descriptions of the essence (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I coded
the data into a coding system. The transcribed data was organized by the 12 questions that were
asked of the participants during the interviews. I identified three major themes, and within each,
three subthemes were identified based on participants' responses. For example, I asked the
participants to describe a typical day as a career military mother. The theme that emerged was
the day's start early and ended late and the importance of finding a balance. All participants
described their day as starting before daylight and often ending after dark. Two subthemes
related to the concept of balance emerged. The first theme was managing the stability between
the role of mother and the role of Sergeant Major. The second theme was the guilt felt by leaving
children from consuming job demands. This process continued until all themes were organized
into specific subthemes to illuminate the lived experiences of military mothers who navigated the
trajectory to Sergeant Major's position in the Army.
Evidence of Trustworthiness
The integrity of the research and the findings obtained through the voices of the
participants depended upon the careful establishment of trustworthiness (Patton, 2015).
Establishing credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability are key to
trustworthiness. According to Creswell & Creswell, 2018, credibility is one of the strengths of
qualitative research. It determines whether the findings are accurate from the researcher's
viewpoint, the participants, or the readers of an account. I continually evaluated my own bias as I
analyzed the data. I used a few of Creswell & Creswell (2018) strategies in order to ensure this
study's credibility, namely, triangulation of data, member checking, rich and thick descriptions,
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and peer review team. During the screening process, I used a recruitment script with a brief
description of the study and their role as participants to ensure each participant represent the
target group desired for this study.
Creswell (2018) identifies clarifying researcher bias as the process of an ongoing
conversation with participants, data, and myself that inform the decision, actions, and
interpretations throughout the research process. Researchers need to be aware of their
preconceptions and biases from the beginning of the research process (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). I have some personal bias related to the subject as I am a military mother in a senior
leadership position in the Army. However, this bias is an asset when using heuristic inquiry, as
my personal experiences will add to the study (Moustakas, 1990). The following measures were
taken to avoid researcher biases. Before the interview process, the researcher's lived descriptions
will be captured through personal journaling and set aside.
Credibility
Creditability is the activity that increases the probability that the findings were credible
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and a key factor in establishing trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba,
1990). According to Creswell & Creswell, 2018, credibility is one of the strengths of qualitative
research. It determines whether the findings are accurate from the viewpoint of the researcher,
the participants, or the readers of an account. I have attempted to ensure that saturation of data
was accomplished during this study. I continually evaluated my own bias as I analyzed the data. I
journaled my thoughts and feelings that arose during the interviews, as well as my reactions to
the interviewees. I asked the questions following the interview guide (Appendix) in a nonleading and neutral way. I used a few of Creswell & Creswell (2018) strategies in order to ensure
this study’s credibility, namely, triangulation of data, member checking, peer review team, and
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rich and thick descriptions. Reliability is another important component of conducting qualitative
research. Creswell & Creswell (2018) noted that qualitative reliability indicates that the
researcher’s approach is consistent across different researchers and different projects. Reliability
is what allows the researcher and readers to know that the findings are consistent, and more than
one path has been explored to get to the same destination in the research. A reliability procedure
that has been documented by Maxwell (2015), checking interview transcripts mistakes, was
utilized during this study.
Member Checking
Member checking was an essential validity measure in this heuristic study. Birt, et al.
(2016) found that member checking strengthens a study’s accuracy, credibility, validity,
reliability. It also adds to the overall comprehensiveness of the research study. Member checking
increases the validity of the reports finding and enhances the ethical implications for the study.
Member checking occurred throughout the research; participants were given a draft copy of their
interview transcript to verify the accuracy of the data and make any changes in the depiction of
their experiences.
Peer Review
By acknowledging my personal beliefs and experiences, that could potentially bias my
view based on my prejudgment and prejudiced beliefs and observations. I was cautious to
examine the data from a different lens aside from just my own. I used a two military personnel
peer review team as an external check of the research to practice trustworthiness. I was open to
changing any initial research conclusions to accomplish the highest level of validity during data
checking, theme development, and drawing conclusions. Peer review provides the researcher
with the feedback and the opportunity for others to challenge bias and question the results
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(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Peer reviews can help to achieve credibility (Nowell et al., 2017).
Peer reviews provided me feedback, challenged my honesty, and provided justification and
support for my conclusions and perceptions (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Rich and Thick Descriptions
The nature of qualitative research informs that the researcher uses vivid descriptions in
the reporting procedures (Creswell & Creswell, 2019). Rich and thick descriptions and direct
quotes from participants were used to avoid researcher bias (Miles et al., 2014). I made every
effort to keep an open mind during this study. The reporting method used in this study allowed
me to explain each interview with the rich and thick description required for the reader to walk in
each participant's shoes and enhance the validity measure of the research. I used verbatim
responses from participants to create the rich descriptions needed in qualitative research
(Creswell & Creswell, 2019).
Heuristic Posture: Researchers Background, Personal Interest, and Experience
The research question was of particular interest to me as I am currently a military mother
and Command Sergeant Major in the United States Army. While achieving promotion to the
highest enlisted rank, I became conscious of the accomplishment and the resilience I exercised as
a mother and leader. Specifically, I believed that my achievement and experience had a particular
meaning and significance for other women in the military, particularly those that are mothers
with a desire to become Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major. My story and experiences in
my career did not reflect women's oppression. I was curious about how other women
experienced and achieved success in the Army, a male-dominated organization. I identified some
influential factors that supported my ability to navigate the hurdles and thrive as a Soldier
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successfully. I was curious about how other female soldiers had succeeded, particularly those
who achieved the Army's highest enlisted ranks.
The heuristic qualitative research method allowed me to research this phenomenon with
military mothers who lived the same human experience. To expand my understanding and to add
to the current evidence. The identification with the subject material frames the goal of the study
and lends itself to the heuristic inquiry. Participants are soldiers in the Army, of which I am an
active member. In qualitative research, the researcher's role is to describe the phenomena in a
natural state by taking on the human instrument's role (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I provided a
synthesized description of the experiences that military mothers undergo by utilizing the defined
data collection methods, listening, and re-listening to the participants' voice and tones. I
acknowledged the bias that might be brought to the study based on my experience working as a
military mother and Sergeant Major in the Army.
Dependability and Confirmability
To ensure dependability, I accounted for the ever-changing context by documenting the
steps followed the logical progression and described the changes that occurred in the setting,
highlighting how these changes affected the researcher's approach to the study. Confirmability in
a qualitative study demonstrates that the research findings are based on the participant's words
and experiences rather than the researcher's biases and predispositions (Miles et al., 2014). The
procedures for checking and rechecking the data throughout the study were documented to
enhance confirmability. During the interview process and a self-reflective journal, I used field
notes to document and bracket my observations, biases, reactions, and reflections that may
influence my interpretation during the study. All interview transcripts have been reviewed
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multiple times to determine the common themes in the participants' perceptions and lived
experiences (Moustakas, 1994).
Triangulation
Triangulation is a fundamental method of strengthening validity and data accuracy in a
research study because it confirms that multiple measures were used to define the findings in the
study (Patton, 2015). This qualitative study achieved credibility through the use of multiple
collection methods and sources, as noted in the earlier part of the chapter. According to Patton
(2015), numerous sources of information are used because no single source of information can
be trusted to provide a comprehensive perspective. Using a combination of methodically
recorded interviews, peer debriefing, and document analysis, I was able to use different data
sources to validate the findings. This was evident as this research study examined ten
participants and their experiences as military mothers in Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant
Majors position. The triangulation of data sources and collection methods were internal checks
and balances system for the accuracy of the information received. I used triangulation to
compare the literature review results in chapter two with the data from the interviews.
Several of the articles within the literature review revealed similar results to the
information I gathered during the interviews for this study. For example, Kiser (2015) noted that
work and life balance would be a struggle for women with children, and they do not belong in
the workplace when their duties as a mother get in the way of their work. In my personal
experience as a military mother it was difficult to have balance between work and the kids. As a
senior leader I was left with having to choose work over spending time with the kids.
Additionally, Etchin (2018) noted that the family had been a force multiplier for military
mothers, particularly single mothers, providing child-care during times of deployment. Being
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married to a non-military spouse I was blessed to have him and other family members during my
career to help me with child-care and support. Likewise, Moreover, Whitley (2018) noted that
the family and friend networks support women by encouraging perseverance, resilience and
providing wise advice during challenging situations and events. In my experience I have had
some great leaders that took me under their wing during my career in the Army. They provided
mentorship, inspiration to pursue senior leadership, and encouraged me to be strong when I faced
obstacles, challenges, and opposition.
Table 1
Themes from Both Data Sources
______________________________________________________________________________
Data Sources
______________________________________________
Themes

Guilt of imbalance in work and
home
Reliance and presence of faith in
their lives
Having courage, endurance,
vulnerabilities
Inner Strength and Personal
Authority
Faced Challenges and Obstacles
Preventing Perception of
Weaknesses
Staying true to authentic, feminine
leadership style
Take Care of Soldiers, Mentorship
Desire to Gain Authority and
Influence and Self-Confidence
Supportive Family and Friends
Integrity- Doing What’s Right

Document

Interview

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√
√

√
√

√

√

√
√

√
√

√
√

√
√
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Peer Debriefing
I used peer debriefing to help strengthen the validity of the research. By having key
research partners to review the study and ask questions that would allow me to understand where
gaps of understanding may exist within the research study. Research should be transparent so
that readers can reveal areas of the research that are lacking transparency and highlight
components that may be unclear to an outside reader. The external auditor helped to ensure that
my coding and analysis techniques are accurate and consistent in the research study. An external
auditor also assists with deriving an understanding that is made from the data source collection.
This strengthened the research analysis ensured that as the researcher, I examined all aspects of
the research study (Moustakas, 1990).
Transferability
According to Patton (2015), transferability is concerned with generalization in terms of
case-to-case transfer. The original investigator's responsibility ends in providing sufficient
descriptive data, which helps future researchers understand why and how something occurred
and conduct similar studies and reach similar conclusions. However, such understanding is hard
to achieve when human behaviors are involved, which are difficult to understand and virtually
impossible to predict. Qualitative studies are specific to a small number of people and
environments; it is extremely hard but not impossible to show that the conclusions and findings
can be applied to other research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Context-bound extrapolations are
described as “speculations regarding the likely applicability of finding to other situations under
similar but not identical conditions, (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019, p. 224). All definitions,
procedures, and parameters in this study were clearly annotated and defined to ensure future
studies' transferability (Patton, 2015). The data gathered is confirmable by any person in the
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public who may choose to investigate the accuracy of the data gathered and the ability to transfer
the experience of military mothers with future research to some phenomenon.
Ethical Considerations
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained prior to any data was collected.
The researcher was conscious of the potential social, psychological, and legal harms to human
subjects. Once approved was granted, participant volunteer approval was obtained. Demographic
data will be obtained from the questionnaires, aiming to meet the set criteria for entering the
study. All information will be kept in a secured location, pseudo names will be used to maintain
the confidentiality of the volunteer participants, and each location will be changed. Informed
consent and research design forms will be sent to identify participants that clearly outline the
research process steps and informed them of the potential to drop out of the study if they desire
to. All participants will be treated equally. Participation will be voluntary, and all participants
will be provided a written and verbal description of the purpose, objectives, and goals of this
qualitative study. Volunteers will not be rewarded for their participation in the study. Participants
will be given the opportunity to review their comments to verify the accuracy of their words and
will be identified with pseudonyms.
Summary
The purpose of this heuristic phenomenological study was to describe and better
understand the experiences of military mothers who are Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant
Major in the Army and the personal attributes, factors of resilience, and strategies that promote
well-being, reported by the female Sergeants Major that were crucial to their success. This
chapter provided a comprehensive explanation of the steps that were taken to conduct this study,
including participant selection, data collection procedures, and data analysis. Issues pertaining to
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trustworthiness, credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, and ethical
considerations and how I addressed these in order to protect participants in the study. The
parameters proposed for this study were outlined, highlighting the experiences of military
mothers in Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major positions in the Army. It was anticipated
that the data would facilitate the documentation of these military mothers' stories and their
experiences in the senior enlisted leadership roles in a male-dominated profession. Comparing
and contrasting the documented stories, the researcher hopes to reveal numerous potentials for
developing understanding, guidance, and inspiration. The data collected was used to answer the
study's guiding research questions. In a qualitative study, the depth of the data that is gathered
and evaluated from participants can provide evidence for the development of theoretical findings
that contribute to a phenomenon in areas that may be under-researched. The findings will be
documented in Chapter Four. Conclusions, implications for practice, and recommendations for
future research were developed for Chapter Five.
CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS
Overview
This heuristic qualitative study was driven by the researcher’s desire to gain insight into
the lived experiences of military mothers, who navigated the trajectory to the position of
Sergeants Major in the Army, and how they leveraged the personal attributes, factors of
resilience, and strategies that promote well-being, that were crucial to their success. In this
chapter, I describe the emergent themes that resulted from researching the experiences of
successful military mothers in leadership that were lived by the military mothers as well as the
primary researcher. I discuss the study's salient points and the various themes that emerged
during the data analysis process. The essence of the experiences was extracted from the process.
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The research process began as I endeavored upon a dialogue through the use of journaling
responses to questions. This would be used to collect one's aspect of the data that would be
gathered to which meaningful recollections emerged. The next step in the data collection process
was the audio-recorded, semi-structured interviews with each participant. The research
questions, how do military mothers describe their trajectory to the position of Sergeant Major? In
what ways do military mothers in Sergeant Major positions in the Army resolve motherhood and
career competing demands while maintaining psychological well-being and resilience? They
were kept central to the interview process in order to remain open and unbiased in asking
questions.
Description of the Participants (Sample)
Twelve individuals expressed interest in participating in the study. Of the 12 individuals,
two were not mothers and, therefore, did not meet the research study's qualifications. I identified
two key informants that were asked to recommend other potential participants. I received contact
information for two potential participants, which created a momentum of the snowball sampling
method (Patton, 2015). I contacted the potential participants through email using the Email
Recruitment Script (Appendix B) to request their participation in this study and invited referrals
of other prospective participants to which I received contact information for ten additional
potential participants. In addition to the email recruitment script, I included the Consent Form
with the IRB approval stamp (Appendix A) and the Screening Questionnaire (Appendix C). Each
interested participant completed the Screening Questionnaire. After reviewing the Screening
Questionnaire and verifying they met the criteria, ten servicewomen were selected, and all 10
participants consented to participate via the consent form. Each participant was explained the
study, the purpose of the study, and the procedures that would be used to capture their stories.
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Participants were also reassured that their information would remain confidential. All
participants were active or retired Command Sergeants Major and Sergeants Major who have
served at least 15 years in varied career fields and were mothers during military service. I
conducted ten phenomenological interviews using Microsoft TEAMS to audio/video record the
interviews with the participants at their homes. I was in my home office in a secure location for
all the interviews. The researcher guided the interview via open-ended questions that allowed
each participant to tell their story in their own words and at their own pace. Throughout the
study, I assigned pseudonyms to the participants to ensure their confidentiality.
Table 2
Co-Researcher Sample (n = 10)
PseudoName

Age

Rank

Location

Children

TIS

Interview/Hou
rs Invested

“Mariah”

54

SGM

Arizona

2

34 Years

1.5

“Lisa”
“Porsha”
“Karen”
“Gazelle”
“Kandi”
“Monique”
“Cynthia”
“Kendra”

53
48
55
46
50
40
41
43

SGM
CSM
SGM
SGM
SGM
CSM
SGM
CSM

Georgia
Alabama
Virginia
Washington, DC
Florida
Kentucky
Florida
Hawaii

1
1
2
2
2
5
2
1

26 Years
30 Years
32 Years
28 Years
30 Years
17 Years
22 Years
23 Years

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

“Nene”

45

CSM

Germany

1

23 Years

1

* Time in Service

Mariah
Mariah is a 54-year-old retired Sergeant Major from Arizona, with 34 years in the Army
and a single mother of two adult children, a son, and a daughter, which she had early in her
career. She has held various leadership positions during her time in the Army, with her final
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position being Sergeant Major. Mariah had great stories about her experiences in leadership in
the Army. She was an independent female from a young age and very motivated to leave home
to make something of herself.
Lisa
Lisa is a 53-year-old retired Sergeant Major from Georgia, with 26 years in the Army and
a divorced mother of one daughter and became a single parent in the middle of her career. She
has held various leadership positions during her time in the Army, with her final position being
Sergeant Major. She clearly articulated her career trajectory with passion.
Porsha
Porsha is a 48-year-old retired Command Sergeant Major from Alabama, with 30 years in
the Army. She is a divorced mother of 1 adult son and became a single parent in the middle of
her career. She has held various leadership positions during her time in the Army, with her final
position being Command Sergeant Major. She had plans to only do a few years and stayed for 30
years and had some great experiences.
Karen
Karen is a 55-year-old retired Sergeant Major from Virginia, with 32 years in the Army
and divorced mother of 2 children and became a single parent in the middle of her career. She
was in the Army Reserves and has worked in multi-component commands, as high as the Office
of Chief of Army Reserves. She has held various leadership positions during her time in the
Army, with her final position being Sergeant Major.
Gazelle
Gazelle is a 46-year-old active Sergeant Major from Washington DC, with 28 years in the
Army and a divorced mother of 2 children and became a single parent in the middle of her
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career. She is in the Army Reserves and spent most of her time in the Active Guard Reserves.
Her current assignment is at the Pentagon as a Sergeant Major.
Kandi
Kandi is a 50-year-old retired Sergeant Major from Florida, with 30 years in the Army
and married mother of 2 adult children. She was married and had children her entire career. Her
husband is also in the Army. She was a recruiter for the Army, and her primary responsibility
was to make sure that the daily operations went uninterrupted. She has held various leadership
positions during her time in the Army, with her final position being Sergeant Major.
Monique
Monique is a 40-year-old active Command Sergeant Major from Kentucky, with 17 years
in the Army and married mother of five children. Her husband is not in the military. She was
very animated as she described her experiences as a senior leader. I felt her excitement and
enthusiasm over her career advancement. She got promoted early in her career ahead of her
peers. She has held various leadership positions during her time in the Army, with her current
role is Command Sergeant Major.
Cynthia
Cynthia is a 41-year-old retired Sergeant Major from Florida, with 22 years in the Army
and widowed mother of 2 children and became a single parent early in her career. She has held
various leadership positions during her time in the Army, with her final position being Sergeant
Major.
Kendra
Kendra is a 43-year-old active Command Sergeant Major from Hawaii, with 23 years in
the Army and a single mother of 1 adult child. She is originally from Jamaica, where the
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majority of her family lives. She has held various leadership positions during her time in the
Army, and she is currently in the Command Sergeant Major position.
Nene
Nene is a 45-year-old active Command Sergeant Major for Germany with 23 years in the
Army and divorced mother of 1adult child that is also serving in the military. She became a
single parent early in her career. She has served in numerous leadership positions during her
career, including Battalion Command Sergeant major and currently serving as a Brigade
Sergeant major. All the military mothers were extremely motivated Command Sergeant
Major/Sergeant Major's in their career field.
Results
The central research questions for this study were: How do military mothers describe
their trajectory to the position of Sergeant Major? In what ways do military mothers in Sergeant
Major positions in the Army resolve motherhood and career competing demands while
maintaining psychological well-being and resilience? The participants answered the interview
questions centered on the research questions and revealed three major themes. The first theme
was experiencing obstacles, challenges, vulnerability, moral courage, and balance in their roles.
The second theme was self-confidence through gained authority and being influential in the role.
The participants all confirmed that as they gained authority and influence in the position, they
became more self-confident in their ability to lead. Many of them stating that it was the
confidence in their abilities that helped them get promoted. The third theme was the importance
of support, whether from family members, friends, and co-workers, and how it helped them
through stressful and difficult circumstances and situations and achieved success. This support
played out in the form of communication, gatherings, as well as child-care. Additionally, most
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participants noted that they would not have been successful in their careers without their
supporters. Both themes are relevant to the first question of the interview.
The first theme, overcoming obstacles, challenges, vulnerability, moral courage, and
balance in their roles, answered research question two. The second theme, gaining authority,
influence, and self-confidence, answered research questions one and two. The third theme
receiving support and achieving success, answered question two. The themes informed
stakeholders of the lived experiences of military mothers who navigated the trajectory to the
position of Sergeants Major in the Army. All participants described the moral courage and
endurance they had to exhibit in their positions continually. Being a role model, advocate, and
support network for other young women aspiring to senior leaders was something most of the
participants noted as an important driving force. All of the participants described the guilt they
felt due to having to leave their children on many occasions. Spirituality was a common topic
most participants mentioned having to rely on during their careers and in their homes. Many
noted their relationship with God, faith, and resilience as vital factors that helped them overcome
obstacles, limitations and contributed to their success. The following outline presents an outline
of these themes, sub-themes, and specific meanings that emerged from the data analysis.
Additionally, a brief description of each theme, sub-theme, and interview quotes from the
military mothers.
Theme Development
Within NVivo, themes were developed throughout the data by defining the principal
meaning of the transcribed interviews. It offered me an organizational structure to group together
individual responses from the participants into groups and themes. Throughout the tenstructural/textural descriptions, ten themes were discovered during the initial evaluation process.
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The following ten original themes emerged: Guilt of imbalance in work and home; Reliance and
presence of faith in their lives; having courage, endurance, vulnerabilities; Inner strength and
personal authority; Faced challenges, obstacles, and preventing perception of weaknesses;
Staying true to authentic, feminine leadership style; Take care of soldiers, mentorship, take care
of soldiers, mentorship; Desire to gain authority, influence, and self-confidence; Supportive
family, friend, and integrity; Doing what’s right. The original themes were then organized further
through a second analysis to define success characteristics. Once this process was complete, I
identified quotes from the transcribed data to lend a voice of the military mother’s experience to
reporting the findings (Moustakas, 1990). There were three overarching themes identified. The
first was successful military mothers in senior leadership experience obstacles, challenges,
vulnerability, moral courage, and balance in their roles. The second was successful military
mothers in senior leadership gain authority, influence, and self-confidence. The third was
successful military mothers in senior leadership receive support and achieve success. The code
structure was outlined, and adjustments were made throughout the analysis. I compared the data
with prior literature, and the information collected was not different from what the literature had
supported.
Theme 1: Experience Obstacles, Challenges, Vulnerability, Moral Courage and, Balance in
Their Roles
The basis for this theme became evident as each description of some of the experiences,
challenges in the dual roles, balancing the roles, and questioning their decision for leadership
position began to capture the essence and importance of balance. When the military mother
described some of their most rewarding benefits from a leadership position that was unique to
them in this role, I began to capture the essence of the things they found rewarding. The military

91
mothers characterized their leadership as being transparent, approachable, taking care of their
families and their soldiers, and doing what was required despite judgment, isolation, or fear.
More specifically, they described the importance of balance as a mother and leaders as a source
of growth and ultimately strength and discussed in a very free and non-defensive way how
vulnerability made them more human and connected to others in the environment. They provided
instances of vulnerability, such as trusting others with the care of their children. They did what
was required of them for their families' greater good and yet were actively and passively aware
of their susceptibility in these lived experiences.
In this section, the military mothers spoke about how they experienced moral courage in
leadership motivated by the need to express professional and social justice for their soldiers, their
families, and themselves. They all spoke about taking care of their soldiers in a supportive and
protective way. Additionally, the military mothers highlighted having to take action and standing
firm when disputing stereotypes, gender biases, questioning the status quo, or taking a stand
despite the possible consequences. It was particularly perceived in each military mother's
patterned description that this activation of courage was aimed at gaining a measure of equality,
respect, and fairness for women in the military, gender equality, becoming military mothers, and
obtaining leadership roles. In virtually all cases, military mothers directly challenged people,
mindsets, or situations. They essentially bore responsibility for the overarching representation of
military mothers' current or future state in leadership.
Sub-theme 1.1 Challenges and Guilt of Being Imbalanced in Motherhood and Leadership
Roles
The data revealed a pattern of guilt. All the participants mention the topic of guilt during
the interview, specifically regarding spending time away from their children during important
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milestones in their lives. Military mothers described many instances where they had to decide
between family and career obligations. A few of them were gifted with the reward of supportive
family, friends, resilient children that propelled them toward overcoming their guilt.
Nene described her vulnerability when she recounts a situation where she had to leave her
son home alone because of her work demands. At times there was an imbalance in her roles, and
she stressed the importance of balance in the role of mother and leader:
You got to have a balance. You got to have that because I do not know how some people
make it through if you do not have that. Even though my son is grown, when he was
growing up, the times that I did have him with me, whatever he had going on, I made
sure that I went, and that is what I tell soldiers in my organization. Never miss those
moments. My son was a latch key kid after school, and I would pray that he got home
safe. So, it was incredibly challenging for me as a single parent in the Army. There have
been plenty of times that I have questioned myself, and I do not need this crap. I mean, I
do not have to take all this mess from you all. You know I got a child at home that needs
me. So, then you have to make that decision because, at the end of the day, I need to
provide for my child. I mean, sometimes you got to pick your battles. There have been
many days when I want to say F this, excuse my language, you know and go home. I do
not need this mess, but you know I did not want to be a quitter at the end of the day. I did
not want to be a failure because I want to provide a better lifestyle for my child.
Likewise, Kendra provided a less animated but equally intense illustration of her regrets
for missing key milestones in her son's childhood. She discussed how she pursued her dreams
when she stated:
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Juggling work and your child, doing what is right for your child, and doing what is right
for the Army. One of my biggest challenges was choosing to leave my child when he was
young to deploy. I got to face that, and I feel guilty most of the time. Maybe that is why I
give him so much stuff that he has right now because I always feel guilty like I put him
aside. Leaving him and letting other people watching him. For me to deploy, and
sometimes I could have gotten out of it, but I was not that type of person. I believe in the
Army, and I join the Army for a reason. So, some of those are those difficult moments as
a parent missing birthdays, missing graduations, missing first steps, missing those
significant moments with your child, no videotape or anything. It only happens once, and
then you miss all those. When you put them together, you say you know you always do it
for your child's benefit, but sometimes I question if we really or are we just being selfish.
Kendra began to tear up was asked to speak about a time when she questioned whether
being a leader was worth the time away from family. She recounts a time that she deeply
regretted a decision she made to leave her son when she spoke about a conflict between her son
and her job:
It was one incident where I had to work; I took my baby, I think he was three months old,
and he was sick. He was extremely ill, and I had to go to the field, and I did not want to
tell my supervisor that I could not go to the field. So, I took him to the doctor, and I think
he had pneumonia and instead of me staying with him, which I could have.
During this part of the interview, Kendra became teary-eyed, and I could see this
experience really shook her as she stated:
I paid somebody else to come and stay with him so that I could leave him a go to the
field. Looking at it now, I think I was selfish, but I was not thinking of it then because I
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did not want to disappoint them at my job. After all, I have a job. It was a tough decision.
I empathized with her as she shared her regrets. Although I was not a single mother, I
also experienced regrets for having to leave my children for extended periods of time
when I had to go away for the job. I told her that all parents have to make tough decisions
that may not seem fair, and being a single parent and sole provider, you have the best
interest of your child in mind. After a few minutes, she said:
If I had to do it all over again, I do not know what I would change because I had to work
to provide for him:
Gazelle shares her challenges and defining moments of regret of spending a lot of time
away from her children. Moreover, having to move continually, taking them away from their
school and friends when she stated:
I think the challenge is just being able to juggle, really get that happy medium because
you know there are times when I had to pull an all-nighter. There were times when I had
to work till 11-12 o'clock at midnight trying to get stuff done for the next day. Kids are
small, and you got to get them ready for bed. Got to get dinner, so the real challenge is
sometimes you rarely get to take care of yourself. Because you are on this ongoing cycle
from morning till night, and it never stops as soon as you close your eyes, you start back
over again. Sometimes, that can be unhealthy because if you do not get enough rest, you
do not get enough sleep, you cannot perform at your best. So that was one of the
challenges. There was just a daily cycle. One of the other challenges is moving from
place to place. Concerning the children, they did not want to leave your friends ever at
any place we went. It was always going through the same thing, trying to raise a child but
also trying to adhere to the military's demands. So, you kind of live two separate lives
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and trying to make it as one. It came to a point in one of my assignments; my daughter
said I am not leaving; she had been doing this her whole life. It is terrifying and
challenging because they do not want to move around with you if they are not in the
military as they get older. They want a stay stable, but you still have to move.
Military mothers in leadership in the Army are challenged in balancing their roles, and
they have great demands placed on them from their jobs demands and their family
responsibilities. They are often placed in situations where one has to take a back seat to the other.
Given their recollections, all the military mothers recall times where they had to leave their
children for work demands and describe the guilt and regret, they felt, even when they had no
other options. These depictions highlighted their vulnerability as they described the choices and
sacrifices necessary for the family's welfare.
Sub-theme 1.2 Gain Strength and Balance from the Intrinsic Factor Spirituality
This sub-theme's foundation was evident as each military mother was asked when they
consider their well-being throughout their career as a mother and military leader. What are the
most significant variables that helped them balance these roles? Their answers revealed how the
intrinsic factors of inner strength, Spirituality, and God had played a vital role in their success.
They described that they had to exercise faith in many situations throughout their career, which
propelled them to persevere in difficult times.
Being married to another person that is also in the military can be difficult at times.
However, being a dual military has its advantages as you can relate to one another. Kandi noted
this when she described gaining strength from within and from her military spouse during a
difficult situation:
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Yes, when I did not get the position that I wanted, I was devastated. When you were
promised that if you did these things right here and you punch certain tickets, certain
things will happen, and you will set yourself up for certain positions. And then it just did
not happen. It was extremely difficult for me to understand because I gave everything I
had to this organization. I gave everything, and this how it turned out when I could have,
should have been somewhere else. I had to do some soul searching, and I had to be
resilient and lean heavily on my spouse to help me cope with this disappointment. I used
this strength to push on and achieve success.
In gaining her strength for senior leadership, Monique describes how she relied heavily
on her faith in God to get her through difficult situations. She expressed her gratitude for all that
she has been able to achieve during her career:
I will say God and changing the way you think and perceive things, always have the
attitude of gratitude. Always thinking positive in a particular situation, whether you are
having financial problems, relationship issues, whether your kids are acting up, career
choice, often, as leaders, we have to visualize it. I thank you, God, for allowing me even
to be in the position. Thank you for these children. Thank you for what you have done in
the midst of it, as a leader, because none of it was easy, but those positive thoughts and
faith in God that we have sown throughout the years have kept me grounded and to gain
success.
Gazelle described her relationship with God from an early age. She expresses her reliance
on God in every part of her life and how resiliency helps her deal with all life challenges and as
her reason for success by stating:
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I am a child of God. I am a Christian, and I have been since I was about three years old.
God has always been my foundation. Jesus has always been my rock. If there is
something that I feel is too hard or is a little stressful for me, then I go to Christ. So the
most significant thing is I look to Christ for everything. Pray about everything and stay
surrounded by other positive people and my peers. I have great some great Sergeant
Majors since I was promoted that have helped me think about things, you know. I said,
oh, I did not know about that. This was going on, so just surrounding myself with other
positive people.
Likewise, Mariah also described her reliance on God as a source of strength; she recounts
how her faith kept her rooted and grounded in her role as mother and leader:
I looked to God for my strength and resilience. My faith in Him extended from the day I
entered the Army to my being able to retire after 34 years of service as a Sergeant Major.
Having gone through those challenges I mentioned earlier has made my resilience
stronger. I sometimes have setbacks when it comes to relationships, whether it is job,
family, dating, or friendships. I am still learning how to trust in my ability to handle
certain situations. Another variable was knowing that my success was also my children's
success. This helped me maintain a fair balance in my life as a mother and soldier. And
their [my children] support throughout our time as a military family made it easy to serve.
I would tell people that God sent me those two angels to save my life. I remained
grounded, understanding my responsibility as a mother. And finally, understanding that
the Army was just a job. More challenging than most jobs, but a job, nonetheless. And
with this job, I often had the satisfaction of being treated fairly with respect, contributing
to the success of the organizations I served in, and being a positive influence on soldiers
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while empowering them to succeed. My life skills for survival can all be attributed to my
military career because I served as a single parent female in the United States Army for
over 30 years.
Given their success, these military mothers all recount the importance of Spirituality as a
crucial factor in their well-being and resilience to negotiate motherhood and leadership success.
They describe these spiritual strategies that help them overcome stressors and challenges, easing
them through to success. Spirituality was a key highlighted by the majority of the women as vital
to the overall health, wellness, and what they attribute for their success.
Sub-theme 1.3: Exemplify Courage, Endurance, and doing what is Right amid vulnerabilities
and obstacles.
This sub theme's foundation emerged as each military mother's depiction of courage
began to demonstrate the principle of representing what was right or just highlighting the
endurance required to gain moral authority. Discounting women was not an option, and change
was needed, with equality being the ultimate goal.
Mariah spoke about some of the personal obstacles and vulnerabilities that she had to
overcome and the leadership challenges she encountered in her leadership role. The rewards of
her courage and endurance and evident when she said:
Honestly, I do not know how I survived all those years. My greatest weakness is the fear
of confrontation. I am good as long as everyone likes me. But I cannot please everyone.
There is always a subordinate who needs to be reprimanded. There is always a supervisor
who is upset at you for making him/her look bad. And let's face it, I cannot tell you how
many times I have had to work with people who judge me based on their understanding
and misgivings of women, and especially those [women] who are single parents serving
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in the military. When situations arose dealing with supervisors or co-workers who were
like this, I would just keep my mouth shut and take what was dished out, trying not to let
it phase me or disrupt my work. But all too often, there were times where it hurt me
deeply, and yet I would keep it to myself, praying for some type of relief from the
situation. I was never taught how to stand up for myself, and because of that, I sometimes
found it hard to stand up for others. I tried to do everything by the book and always do
what is right. Having leaders and colleagues respect me and appreciate my skills and
experience as a soldier. So, when I get leaders who give me the autonomy to do my job
without harassment or micromanagement, it is a perfect world for me. To me, that leader
is concerned about his organization rather than what it makes him look like as a leader.
Likewise, Karen spoke about the need to be courageous, exhibit endurance, and stand for
what is right. She also noted how her strong personality could sometimes be a problem with her
peers when standing up for what is right:
The most significant challenge I have faced as a woman is my strong, vocal presence.
Most men are intimidated by females, especially black, who are sure of themselves and
stand up for what is right. I can recall many conflicts at the Sergeants Major Academy
when I have called out various ones who openly showed disdain for me because I am
vocal and a reservist. A few active army males have a dislike for army reservists. They
have vocalized their feelings based on the mindset that I should not have been promoted
since I did not serve in the war campaigns Operation Enduring Freedom or Operation
Iraqi Freedom. However, what they failed to understand is everyone has a job, and my
job in the United States was as vital to the mission as the ones fighting. Understanding
how to utilize your people is leadership. Not everyone goes to the fight, or soldiers would
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starve, be without supplies or pay, or worst. It is the rear that takes care of those on the
front.
Theme One Conclusion
Those military mothers who achieved balance in their roles described their use of
faith as a key to their success. More specifically, they experience vulnerability and perseverance
in the face of challenges and obstacles as a source of strength when the feelings of guilt and
regret were present. I observed a sense of transparency among the military mothers as they
recalled their experiences and questioned the decision they made. Notably, in each of these
instances, the military mothers attest to the resiliency developed in their children during these
challenging times. Courage, as a leadership attribute, revealed that these military mothers
considered the interests larger than themselves as they described a pattern of advocating for
others and themselves. Their actions often rendered lasting change and inspired courage in
others. I observed a few of the military mothers’ sigh in relief that they made it through the
judgment during their trajectory to and serving in leadership positions all these years.
Theme Two: Gaining Authority, Influence, and Self-Confidence
The basis for this theme became evident when the participants were asked to describe
some of the most significant challenges that are unique to females in this leadership role in the
Army. As each participant answered this question, I began to capture the essence of their
leadership attributes. As the military mothers described their experiences within this particular
topic, these descriptions highlighted internal influences, biases, and mindsets of others in their
environment. Additionally, when asked what attributes have helped them gain authority and
influence, the participants confirmed this theme. Many of them spoke about the importance of
having authority, influence, and self-confidence; each of them shared what seemed to be a need
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to be firm, strong, stand your ground, and set the tone in their organizations. They continuously
have to prove themselves, their abilities and justify their promotion, competence, and respect.
Three underlying subthemes emerged that exemplified the lived experience of this first
significant theme are discussed.
Sub-theme 2.1: Inner-Strength and Personal Authority are Strong Indicators of Gaining their
Authority, Influence, and Self-Confidence as Leaders
Establishing an authoritative posture is projected through intrinsic components of selfconfidence. Collectively these components create a model of inner strength that drives the
participant's success. Principles such as believing in one's ability, being assertive, trusting
instincts, determination, and individuality build authority in the leader's role. This was a
significant pattern within the data. It revealed experiences associated with their internal demands
for being strong leaders to gain authority and influence over those in their charge. Furthermore,
the military mother's projection of self-confidence enabled them to depart from the conformities
that come with the stigma of being a female leader in the Army.
For example, Kandi illustrated assertiveness as an intrinsic component of her inner
strength that steered her success, establishing her authoritative role. She described an improbable
career path for women in senior leadership:
There were a lot of my male counterparts that did not think that I deserved to be there.
That was a challenge, and then because of that mindset, proving that you had a right to be
there and proving that you could do the job if not better than the males. You had to prove
that this was not a fluke. You had to make sure this was not a fluke, this was not a
mistake, and that I deserved to be here. Being in a leadership position, this was not a
mistake; I was supposed to be here. I have had to confront gossip, questions of my
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character, and disrespect. My presence was strong, and my handshake was firm, and I
was ready, willing, and able to defend my belonging.
Gazelle described challenges during her trajectory toward leadership that fueled her
determination to gain and maintain authority:
Being a female, I work around other individuals that have many biases towards women in
leadership. And I have actually experienced that in my career because I am a woman and
because I have made it to the rank of Sergeant Major. I had seen a little bit of a transition
even when I went from Master Sergeant to Sergeant Major. I would give guidance and
direction to my subordinates, and they would hear what I say but look to others,
specifically males, to confirm this with them as an attempt to undermine my authority. I
was determined to gain respect from my subordinates, which was not initially given to
me as a woman in senior leadership in the Army.
Likewise, Monique described her own experience as the unquestionable and nonnegotiable need for authority and influence, which guided her to inhabit her self-confidence. She
described why she exercised strength and hard work in her career toward leadership:
I decided to take charge of my career path of leadership by aligning my Spirituality with
my work. As a result, my determination and self-confidence helped me gain the authority
and influence of all subordinate males and females. I was on the fast-track in my career
and was able to get promoted ahead of my peers. I always have to display a hard and
courageous exterior, which is exhausting, and I continuously feel that I cannot be my true
self as a female leader in this environment.
These depictions seemed to reveal how these military mothers experienced a sense of
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professional resistance in gaining authority and influence on their journey to senior leadership.
Their stories demonstrate that military mothers continue to face challenges in obtaining senior
leadership rank because of stigmas and negative perceptions. Their self-confidence and decision
to remain true to themselves assisted them in demonstrating their capability. I observed a sense
of confidence among the military mothers as they detailed their experiences, which magnified
their inner strength, which is a strong belief in themselves and their abilities. Inner strength is
expressed itself as fortitude, tenacity, willpower, and the ability to withstand difficulties and
obstacles. While obstacles and challenges were a part of their experiences, it was their
confidence and inner strength that helped them bounce back when things were tough and
persevere in pursuit of leadership positions. In addition to leadership positions, these women
found that their self-confidence and inner strength were keys to help them gain the respect that
the male in leadership gets automatically. The significance of each participant's depiction is how
gaining authority and influence produced success for them.
The next sub-theme demonstrates how these military mothers realistically led in ways
that are fundamentally representative of the female gender.
Sub-theme 2.2: Developing an Authentic Voice and Staying True to their Feminine
Leadership Style in the Context of Male Dominance
The military mothers described similar ways of leading. The data revealed that these
military mothers specifically experienced leadership in ways that are thought to be characteristic
of femininity and a feminine style. These depictions revealed references as to how others might
perceive or characterize female's leadership styles. Additionally, there were references of
attempts to control their emotions, compartmentalizing, ignoring their feelings, and adjusting
who they are to fit in or avoid rejection or criticism. The military mothers also discussed their
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encounters of genuine leadership from the consensus of their assessments and their superiors,
peers, and subordinates' perspectives.
As an Active Guard Reserve Soldier, Mariah characterized the decision to develop her
voice in a persistent way. She recounted a life-changing event in one of her assignments by
saying:
My first tour as an AGR (Active Guard Reservist) was the most challenging of my career.
I spent five and a half years at a unit. Where the Command Climate had a lot to be
desired. It was so bad, almost to the extent of being combative at times with the males in
the unit. I grew up in a household where violence was consistent, so I have a fear of
confrontation. And the males in this particular unit was not only verbally abusive, but
there were times I felt my life was threatened. It was so traumatizing that I wanted to
commit suicide at least twice. But if not for my faith in God and the thought of leaving
my children behind, I do not think I would be here today. During this time, I resolved that
no one will ever consume me like that again, I gave no other command power over me,
and I developed my voice in all of my assignments after that.
Monique believes that looking at things from a holistic perspective is the key to being
one’s true self. She described her perception of her leadership experiences:
I am a natural nurturer, and when it comes to specific situations, I can see things from a
holistic perspective. I have that female intuition and unique ability to encourage others to
develop themselves by looking past their current situations, seeing their future, and
providing them mentorship and guidance. In essence, I enjoy leading and developing
others because it is my purpose. I would say that my leadership style is humble,
transparent, and approachable.

105
Cynthia reflected on her role as a female leader. She noted the advice she received from
mentors as she began her ascent to senior leadership and contributed to the illustration of
feminine leadership by saying:
Early in my leadership, other leaders were apprehensive of my nurturing and soft
leadership style. I remember being told that if I do not change, the soldiers will run over
me and not respect me as a leader. As a leader, I have always been naturally committed to
a servant leadership style, promoting team building and creating positive morale and
climate. My focus has always been to develop, promote, and encourage those around me,
seniors, peers, and subordinates. Oddly, after a few years, I would get feedback from
those same leaders applauding me for staying true to myself because the soldiers respond
better to me because they see me as caring and fair. Being true to myself has been very
influential in my success, and my leadership style has been encouraging, impactful, and
empowering.
Cynthia was one of the few females in Special Forces Operations, a male-dominated
Corp. She recounted her need to establish her authentic voice by what she described as standing
her ground:
Once I entered into special operations in 2004, I had to stand my ground because Special
forces operations are male dominant. I came in there as a Noncommissioned officer in
charge (NCOIC over all these males who have never worked with females. They did not
know how to function around females. So, I had to prove myself and show them I am a
trusted agent to them. I am there for them, and although I did not know how they
operated and what Special Forces guys do, I am a professional and a leader. I had to learn
how to relate to them and speak their language. Once I started to speak their language
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while establishing my authentic voice, I earned their trust and confidence. I would tell
anyone that if you ever go into an organization, you're confident and get to know the
language but maintain who you are and your voice.
When I first entered Special Forces, I was in processing and walking around by myself. I
would never forget I was walking down the hallway and all of a sudden someone
whistled, snap their finger at me, and I am not going to lie my head turned around I said, I
do not know who you are, but do not you ever whistle and snap your finger at me. I said
it, and I walked away. He saw me later, and he sincerely apologizes, and from there on,
the standard had been set. It is like you have to establish the ground rules. They work
with these guys all day, and you have a senior female coming in, and they think it is ok,
but it is not ok. If I had walked on and just let him do that, he would have done it again
and again. So, I had to establish that right away. And then, from there, I had no problems
with anyone. I think that is always key for young females. We have to nip it in the bud
because once you allowed them to get away with it one time, then they got you to know,
and that is how you know we have these issues with sexual assault because if you know,
you let him go in and they did not feel like and go a mile.
Although Lisa describes the double bind women in leadership are judged by, she clearly
articulated her view of feminine leadership's necessity and value. She described the femininity in
her leadership style and recalled the obstacles she encountered in establishing her authentic voice
midst these challenging experiences:
I feel that we are built differently. Some of the same traits of strength and resiliency that
males have, if a female expresses it, then they are called with a particular name. They
want you to be a strong leader, but when a female does it, then it is viewed differently. As
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a leader, you have to do everything you need to do to qualify for that position. We are
talking about a qualified person and not somebody giving us anything. We are qualified,
and then we are viewed differently because of stereotypes. You have to give more than
100% to achieve and maintain that leadership status because we are viewed differently by
the male counterparts and other females. They expect us to be this supernatural person
and do supernatural things.t When you exercise that strengthens or when you speak in a
certain way, you are viewed differently. It is not the same as the strength of the males. I
have had leaders with personality issues, toxic leadership, and other people that do not
think that I should be going for what I am going for, and they think that I am trying to do
too much. So, I had to be focused and let my voice be heard.
These women leaders spoke of leadership experiences similar to a participative and
servant leadership style. Many of the military mothers spoke about being true to themselves, not
attempting to change their leadership style to be successful. Instead, they exhibited the courage
to stand firm, be their authentic selves, and lead in their true feminine style. Women's feminine
traits of being too kind, gentle, sensitive, affectionate sympathetic can be obstacles for women
advancing to senior leadership positions. These military mothers voiced their challenges and how
they overcame the belief that women's natural temperament disqualifies them for the demands of
high-level leadership. Many attribute their successes to exhibiting feminine traits with their
subordinates, which helped them understand and relate to others. The next sub-theme describes
how the military mothers experienced their true selves when navigating disbelief from other
leaders. This specific sub-theme illuminated experiences where the military mother had to
develop their authentic voices to expose self-confidence in their role as a leader. Their lived
experiences appeared to be challenged to maintain a level of emotional balance in an
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environment where showing emotions is characterized as signs of weakness. These experiences
were repeatedly described as essential when overcoming challenges and pursuing senior
leadership positions.
Sub-theme 2.3: Role Model and Advocate for Others
This developed sub-theme of being and role model and advocate for others emerged
when the participants were asked to describe their role in the Army. It was characterized by the
military mother’s desire to gain or protect their followers' authority and freedom. The effects
often resulted in change and transformation, including influencing others to access courage.
Karen presented how she persistently advocated for herself and others. She recounted
how she fought against unfair policies affecting her female Soldiers:
I was able to influence policies and regulations, such as grooming and wearing of our
hair. Some years back, the Army decided to include language on the wear of hair for
African American female soldiers that caused such an outcry they had to rescind those
policies. Thanks to the women in leadership in the ranks, just as those before us who
were instrumental in change affecting woman's rights in the military against sexual
assault, spouse abuse, and other unfair act once overlooked by our leaders.
When asked what she thought were the rewarding benefits of being in senior leadership,
Monique recounted that a reward for her is a role model for other young females. There was a
lack of female role models to point her in the right direction when she was a young Soldier:
It has had good takeaways, and there have been bad repercussions. Because at the end of
the day, as a woman, as a female, as a mother, sometimes it hard not to come home with
work; when you walk in the door, I know that sometimes it is 7 o’clock at night and hard
just to cut that computer off and say hey I am leaving my computer at work tonight. I am
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coming home and giving my kids my full, undivided attention. I advise young military
mothers that in the early years, you think it is ok, but that is actually when your kids need
you the most when you are coming home. And in the later years, you know, they drive,
and they drive to become more independent. If I had to do anything over again, that will
be that when I was a recruiter and a station commander, I would just leave the office
because time waits for no one. You end up losing those years because you are so focusing
on work and being gung-ho about production, so you end up losing those years. Thank
God for grace, and he gives us the ability to rekindle relationships and redo things. For
those that do not have God or have not had children because of the career at this point, it
is devastating.
Young impressionable females in the Army can find themselves in uncomfortable
positions or situations they do not know how to navigate. Cynthia describes an incident where
she had to be a mentor for a young female and help her manage this situation, and equipped her
for future incidents:
I got to know a young Army female through one of my Sergeant Major classmates, who
was her Sergeant Major. We were talking as she said she was helping a senior male, and
this senior asks her for her phone number. She tells me this, I am like, and you did what?
Well, he asked me for my phone number. And I asked her why does he need your
personal phone number those the questions I am asking her Oh, I said, I got it, your
compadres, your teammates have your phone number, but this person was coming for
assistance and asking for your phone number so you should have shut that down then. So,
the next day she comes in, she said he text me last night, and she thought that was cute,
and I said, ok, stop. You have to stop this right now because this will lead to something
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else that will continue to go wrong. Then you are going to be caught up in some craziness
that you should not be involved in, and you are going down that road will be a big
mistake that will damage your reputation and possibly wreck your career and life. She
should have shut it down, mostly because she is a senior noncommissioned officer as
well. He is a freaking officer and should not have put her in this position, and you just
cannot do stuff. So, I took her under my wing as a mentee to offer guidance and direction.
I told her, do not allow someone to say, or take advantage of you, or feel that because you
are a beautiful person. You allow them to strip you because they compliment you on how
you look. They are not respecting you. They are giving you compliments on your looks to
tear you down. Do not flirt to try to work your way up the ladder but work hard for what
you want and know your worth, work your butt off, and show them that you deserve it
just as much as they do.
Whether the women were advocating or being a role model for others, each spoke of their
experiences from a place of genuine care and concern for those they lead. Being encouraging,
inspiring, and positive role models were central across all interviews, particularly for young
women striving for high leadership levels. Many of the women stressed the importance of
demonstrating a strong work ethic, earn a reputation as a hard worker, leader, and not yield to the
stereotypes of using their feminine wiles to get ahead but work hard to earn their promotion.
Theme Two Conclusion
This military mother's accounts of gaining authority, influence, and self-confidence
while experiencing significantly stressful events reveal that signaling their voice was necessary
and vital to maintaining their sense of emotional control. Their accounts also illustrate how being
true to themselves and maintaining a feminine leadership style set them apart from their male
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counterparts. Additionally, they recount what compelled them toward a renewed sense of inner
strength. What became apparent in the analysis of this sub-theme is that one's authentic voice
characterized the courage to inhabit their authority, influence, and self-confidence to be an
authentic leader. Additionally, military mother's expressed the need to exhibit self-reliance and
preserve one's inner validity in the presence of male dominance. The portrayals included in this
chapter emphasize these expressions and clarify how the military mothers used their intrinsic
attributes to purposefully cultivate their authentic voices as female leaders of authority and their
experiences of personal authority to operationalize their genuineness as leaders.
As I listened to the recounts of their experiences, there seemed to be vigor behind the words of
their stories and experiences. These women leaders possessed a voice that seemed unapologetic
in their resolve to both inhabit and nurture authority, influence, self-confidence, and authenticity.
They often persevered while challenging the status quo, biases, stereotypes, or other opposing
forces. Authenticity and self-confidence as leadership attributes of these women can be
illustrious as reconstructing one's professional course after a period of self-reflection. Moral
courage is a vital leadership attribute that each of these military others exhibited during their
career. Whether each military mother's goal was to stand up for what is right, advocate for
themselves or others or be a role mother, their stories revealed how they often stood up for
professional and social justice and equality. They held the torch for others' rights and fair
treatment, placing the needs of their families and their soldiers above their own in a supportive
and protective way.
Theme 3: Receive Support and Achieve Success
The basis for this theme became evident as each military mother described some of the
key factors that were crucial to their success as military mothers in leadership. When asked to
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describe the personal attributes and support systems that contributed to their success as a leader,
all the military mothers spoke of the significant amount of support received from family and
friends to help them overcome challenges they faced while in leadership. Their stories began to
capture the essence of the things they found necessary for success.
Sub-theme 3.1 Supportive Family and Friends
When asked to describe the support systems that have been significant to their success as
leaders, all the military mothers shared their families' and friends' support. They discussed how
their families provided them with non-judgmental support and space to share their issues. Their
friends and co-workers with children were instrumental in their success, as they took care of their
children often because their struggles created a sense of solidarity between them. Some of the
military mothers implied an emotional and physical need to have genuine relationships and
friends.
Nene shared that for her, serving in the military was a family tradition. Her father served
in the military and was very proud of her accomplishments. Her parents were a key support for
her. Additionally, she noted:
Thank God for my pa; they have been there for me through thick and thin. I left Malik
with them in their care when he was three months old, but the hard part was that they still
kept me in contact. You know, I still every day spoke. This was one of the biggest
challenges that I had to overcome and preserve through. Trying to find somebody to keep
your baby that you can trust with your child. I had parents who helped me. So you know I
had to have a family care plan, and my short term and long-term care providers were my
parents in Florida, but I still managed to have a short term, and when all else fails I had to
send my son to them, or I had to bring my mom over to stay while I went on temporary
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duty when my short-term care providers were out. You know they were leaving, and I
had to send my son back home to live with my parents. So that was most challenging for
me, you know, but it is a struggle. You know it is a struggle, but my parents were always
there, and they took great care of my son.
When asked to describe the support systems that have been significant to her success;
Cynthia talked about specific ways in which her deceased husband’s mother supported
her throughout her career:
Nana, Nana is the biggest support, and Nana I tell people I call her mom. Nana is Jade,
my first husband's mother, who died. That is his mom. The band never broke, and I could
call her right now and say, mom, could you, and before I could get it out, she would say, I
am on my way. She was a huge support system that lady has been with me from the
Sergeant major's academy; she was at my graduation. She has not missed one promotion I
have had. She was there for the birth of the girls. She has not missed anything, so as far
as the family support system, it is huge. In addition to my family, my military support
system, I always built relationships, no matter where I went. Some spouses were, whether
it is my co-workers or whatever they had spouses who had kids too. So, we all were each
other support system there they need me for something. I need them, so it was all about
building those support systems no matter where you went. That was system because you
are going to need them and the funny thing is you find that you have stuff in common and
you need each other, so support systems are very important.
Kendra also had supportive friendships that she developed during her career. She
recounted a time when she had to leave her son with friends for an extended period:
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So, the support system is number one, and foremost are friends. You have to have
somebody that you can trust, whom you can leave your child with. Yeah, I know I have
my parents, but if something happened here right now, who could I lean on when my
child was younger, so I have some great support system. When I went to Iraq, my son did
not stay with my mom. He stayed with one of my friends and was my team member, and
she had a small daughter just like his age; he was there for nine months, and they take
care of him. He was like their own son.
However, during longer assignments, Kendra’s family was her source of support as she
explained:
I went to Korea, then he went to stay with my mom for 12 months, and then when I went
to Iraq for 15 months, I sent him to Jamaica because I am Jamaican. So, to learn a
different culture, right, so it has been 15 months there. So, I always have that support.
When it comes to taking care of him, I never run out of support. There was never a
mission that I had that I did not have somebody willing to watch them.
Kandi spoke about the support she received from her husband, who is also on active duty
and have similar challenging work demands:
I leaned on my spouse a lot; you know I had to. You know anything about that because
we were dual military, maybe a bit harder, but I was able to lean on him a little bit. But
you know, I had to reach out to some extended family as well. You know we believe it or
not, I got closer to my daughter, she is the oldest. Because of that closeness we had, that
bond we shared after a while, I leaned on her as well. I want to be able to lean on the
other officers inside of my organization. It just did not work out for me like that because I
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was the one, they leaned on, so I could not lean back on them; I always had to be strong
for everybody else.
This theme highlighted the support that each military mother received from family and friends.
Many women struggle to find work/home balance and require family and friends to encourage
their leadership aspirations. All the military mothers identified the support and mentorship from
family and friends as a crucial component in managing and striving in motherhood and in their
career as Command/Sergeant Majors. Social support received from other military mothers and
peers was key in helping them navigate the military culture as a single parent.
Sub-theme 3.2 Taking Care of their Children, Subordinates and Paving the Way for other
Military Mothers
All the military mothers discussed the importance of taking care of the children, their
Soldiers and placing their needs before their own as a key factor in their success. This was a
significant pattern within the data, as it revealed experiences associated with their innate ability
to nurture and take care of others. Despite the tremendous odds against becoming a mother and
leader in the Army, these military mothers in Sergeant major positions have managed to have
children. They have been able to rise to the highest enlisted rank, Sergeant Major. These military
mothers' descriptions of the importance of taking care of their children, their soldiers, and paving
the way for other females to gain leadership echoed across the interviews. Kandi described
herself as a role model when asked about her role as a leader in the Army:
Not only am I a role model for young females, but I also always tell them not to be afraid
to challenge themselves because I made myself join the Army, I talked myself into
joining the Army for four years and four years became 31 years. The more they tell you,
you cannot do, the more you become determined to so. The hardest thing about that is
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you are going to get pushback. You might lose some friends. You might lose weight and
everything by doing that, but you know it happens. It is a shame that you have to choose,
but you know if there is a choice, choose you. My priorities changed throughout my
career. I have always cared for my soldiers and placed their needs above my own. I still
take care of my soldiers, but I had to make taking care of my children a priority.
When Lisa reflected on her role as a leader, she was most adamant about her role as a
care provider. How there was an expectation that she had answers and could help resolve issues
for her soldiers:
My soldiers expected me to have the answers, knowledge, and all that stuff, and they put
their trust in me. My office was always open, and there was always somebody that felt
that they could come in and talk to me about whatever was going on with them. I think
that is an attribute because people do not want to talk to leadership a lot of times. Too
often, they think you will not understand. I made sure they know I am here for them, and
I take care of them in the same way I take care of my daughter. I always tell young
females to believe in themselves. To be persistent and to educate herself. Not only in the
institutional way, but in every way that she can read and educate herself. Take any
opportunity that is given to you in the military and does not deny opportunities. I was in
an engineering company, and I was in the maintenance shop, and all the platoon sergeants
in there were guys. I was in the maintenance platoon, and the commander asked me
would you like to be the Platoon Sergeant, and I said yes, yes, so take advantage of those
opportunities. Mainly believe in yourself, believe in yourself, and do not let anybody
deter you from your goals. If you want to become a Sergeant Major, start establishing

117
those roles and responsibilities that are stepping stones to get there from the beginning,
and you will be successful.
Gazelle talked about the importance of taking care of her children and her soldiers. She
credited her mother for those values she received from her mother’s example:
The values I received from my mother were instrumental in my desire to take care of my
children and my Soldiers as a priority. She was not a single mom; she was married to my
dad. He passed away; God bless his soul. But my mother made a choice not to work early
on in life. She had my siblings and me. I have three brothers. She had us, and I am the
baby of the family. So, until I got in high school, I think the 11th grade was when she
decided to go to work. But she wanted to take care of her children. And I think what that
did for me was it set a lot of values and foundations just for me in life, which I carry over
into my careers like respect and loyalty and just taking care of people, being a caretaker
for my children and my Soldiers.
Placing the needs of others is a key attribute of a successful leader. Monique
demonstrates humility as she places the needs of others above her own:
My role is to be a senior enlisted advisor to my commander. I believe that it is not about
me. It is basically about the subordinates and soldiers under me. How can I take care of
them, and how can I help them get to the next level and then? When I say that, I say that
with all passion stating that it is not about me. Why did God allow me to be a Command
Sergeant major in this particular Battalion for such a time as this? With COVID going on,
how can I disseminate the difference between your leadership and your liker ship because
you have to distinguish between the two. You have to see each person from a humanistic
side. Each soldier, I would say from a humanistic side, just looking at them from the man,
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woman, sister, and brother perspective and finding out what is their true calling what
their passion. Why did God allow them to be here and for me to be in charge? Not so
much in charge, but for them to walk beside me because that is what it is because I am
the servant leader. I served him. They do not serve. What I do as a leader is what
leadership is about; it encompasses a myriad of things. It is everything from being a
mother to some of the younger ones, being a friend to some of your colleagues, being that
ear for your commander, just being a listener because that a big part of what you do. You
listen, you ingest, you think, and you give wisdom and definitely knowledge to those that
do not have it at the time, I will say, so that is my role as a leader. My priorities align
with Biblical principles of God, Spouse, children, and work.
By challenging society's misconceptions about mothers in leadership roles in the Army,
these women have overcome the obstacles, challenged the status quo, and paved the way for
other women who strive to become mothers and senior leaders. These female Command
Sergeant Majors and Sergeant Majors have disproved others' beliefs about their leadership
abilities and qualifications, and lack of mentorship while bringing attention to the roadblocks in
Army leadership towards military mothers.
Sub-theme 3.3 Being Resilient was the Key to Success as Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant
Major
Another key variable that emerged when the women were asked when they consider their
well-being throughout their career as a mother and military leader, what are the most significant
variables that helped them balance these roles and gain success. Their answers revealed how the
intrinsic factors of being resilient played a key role in their success as a Command Sergeant
Major/Sergeant Major. They described that they had to demonstrate resilience and strength as a
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method of emotional balance in the face of adversity, which allowed them to achieve success and
mothers and Sergeant Majors. They recounted this as a trait and an attribute necessary to achieve
success.
Lisa’s recollection of the values she gained from her mother are instilled within her, and
resilience, and how they shaped who she is today:
The family values that my mom instilled in me have carried me through. Everything that
I had to endure, and to be strong, and you cannot let other people down. You can let other
people down, and also, I had to learn to see things for what they were, the big picture.
You concentrate on the smaller things, you are going to get overwhelmed, and you are
going to be upset about what happened and this and that you have to look at the big
picture and look at a solution. You got to be objective. Well, this can happen; this can
happen, and this can happen. Let us see which one of the three or maybe. Work so that
this positive one happens. From my early time in the military, I also learned to do what I
was supposed to do before someone told me to do it because you have to know yourself. I
did not like nobody telling me what to do, so I had to learn to avoid somebody telling me
what to do. I went ahead and did what I was supposed to do. I took the initiative, and I
have to do it before, so I mean, it is a combination of things. But the stronger one I would
say is faith and those values that you got from your family growing up, and all these
things of that nature are important.
Mariah described her career trajectory as one characterized by a series of a difficult
decision that produced resilience and a body of work that has been cumulated into a successful
career:
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I felt I was driven by the desire to succeed. My career started not without its challenges.
When I got to the MEPS (military entrance processing station), I was told I was
underweight, and they could not accept me unless I gained four pounds. When I did
enlist, I had someone in my family tell me that I would never make it in the Army. I felt I
was judged by my physical attributes for being female throughout my career rather than
my intelligence and experience. So, regardless of those challenges, I met them headfirst
and overcame each one, and proving ultimately, my success was my responsibility. This
was my life, and whether it was serving in the Army or not, I knew that I could not
depend on anyone else to get me where I needed to be.
Kandi describes her trajectory to senior leadership. When asked what attributes
contributed to her success, she noted resilience when she states:
One thing I will say one of the attributes is going to be resilience. You know it was one
thing to break the barriers of being an African American female in the Army. It was quite
another to be an African American female in a leadership position was breaking those
barriers, and the more barriers you broke down, the more resilient you had it become.
You know, but I learned how to be a better leader that way because I knew what the
struggles were for one thing, and the other thing is, I learned the attributes was listening.
You can tell a lot about a person, how they feel about you, and how they feel about their
job, just by the things they say.
Likewise, Porsha was asked what attributes she believes contributed to her success as a
leader. She noted key attributes that were instrumental in her success as a leader:
Too often, people think that females made the rank because they are pretty, but I say that
is far from the truth. The attributes that contributed to my success was hard work,
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commitment, and being resilient. Being a leader of integrity is important because your
character and who you are matters at the end of the day.
This theme highlighted resilience and other key factors that contributed to each military
mother's success. Their descriptions portray how they each subjectively navigated challenging
leadership. In their portrayals, it was evident that they commonly showed the key facts within the
is research finding. Despite the belief that the Army's senior leadership role is not favorable for
many military mothers, these Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major's illustrated the skills,
knowledge, and expertise necessary for the leadership positions.
Theme Three Conclusion
Military mothers need certain outlets and support systems to lean on to succeed in
stressful environments. These support systems (family and friends) made it possible for military
mothers to balance motherhood, resilience, career longevity, and success. All military mothers
identified being resilient, having supportive family, friends, taking care of the children, their
subordinates as key factors that helped them in their position as Command Sergeant
Major/Sergeant Major.
Summary
This chapter discussed the findings from military mothers' lived experiences in Command
Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major positions in the Army. Each military mother offered an array of
experiences to explore the meaning of military mothers in Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant
Major positions. After the data analysis, I gathered that military mothers in Command Sergeant
Major/Sergeant Major position push toward their goals due to their perseverance, strength, drive,
and determination. The women did not begin their military career with the hopes of being a
senior leader, and they joined the Army for an opportunity and a better life. Research on women
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in the military has often pointed to the issues and challenges they face and neglect the day-to-day
tasks women carry out to balance motherhood and their career as senior leaders successfully.
This study illuminated the qualities of strength, resilience, authority, self-confidence, intuition,
foresight, moral leadership, and success of these military mothers in senior leadership.
Additionally, the data shows that Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major’s in the Army who
are mothers are resilient. They find ways to balance taking care of their children and performing
their jobs through support networks and Spirituality. Moreover, they exhibited the courage to
stand firm, be their authentic selves, and lead in their true feminine style, which makes them
organized, caring leaders for their Soldiers.
All ten participants were different individuals with different backgrounds and different
lives that all shared similar experiences as the military mothers in Command Sergeant
Major/Sergeant Major positions in the Army. The illustrations clarify the important significance
related to their lived experiences. In synthesizing their experiences, it is essential to highlight the
meaning of the ten sub-themes rooted within the three main themes that were revealed from the
data gathered from the participants through semi-structured interviews. Each theme and subtheme exemplified examples of their ability to meet the many challenges head-on, without the
absence of doubt and fear. Their leadership experiences were often performed with an
undeniable need to be self-confident, authentic, high moral character, vulnerable, and
persevering. These military mothers' leadership experiences highlight specific interpersonal
attributes associated with attaining their success. Their descriptions revealed that while in the
actual experience, they possessed confidence, an inner strength, and resilience to achieve balance
as a mother and senior leader.

123
As each participant shared their story, a comprehensive and robust picture of what each
individual experienced as a mother in senior leadership in the Army emerged. An abundant
amount of time and reflection was dedicated to each story. Theme One, experiencing obstacles,
challenges, vulnerability, moral courage, and balance in their roles and Theme three, receiving
support and achieving success, answered the following research questions: Research question
one: How do military mothers describe their trajectory to the Sergeant Major's position? Theme
one and Theme two, gaining authority, influence, and self-confidence in leadership, answered the
following research questions research question two: In what ways do military mothers in
Sergeant Major position in the Army resolve the competing demands of motherhood and career
while maintaining psychological well-being and resilience? While the experiences of being a
military mother in the position of Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major is different for each
woman, the experiences share commonalities. These military mothers described experiences of
guilt, regret, vulnerability, and moral courage, endurance, standing up for what's right, obstacles,
challenges.
Theme one: The focal point for this theme was the obstacles, challenges, vulnerability,
moral courage, and balance in the roles of motherhood and career. It highlights the vulnerability
and perseverance in the face of challenges and obstacles as a source of strength when the feelings
of guilt and regret were present. Additionally, Spirituality was influential for them during
challenging times. Moreover, moral courage in leadership, standing up for what is right,
advocating for themselves and others were highlighted. This theme's central point was the
importance of being a role model for other young military mothers, ensuring equality, respect,
and fairness for women in the military.
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Theme two: The focal point for this theme was inhabiting one’s authority, influence, and
self-confidence was exemplified as each participant highlighted how being firm, strong “stand
their ground” and setting the tone in their organization was a key to having their authentic voices
heard and respected. Although the internal influences, biases, and mindsets were discussed, and
they are continuously having to prove themselves, their abilities and justify their promotion and
competence, they stayed true to their feminine leadership styles.
Theme three: This theme's focal point was the key factors crucial to military mothers'
success in leadership. Family support, providing for their children, subordinates, and being the
example for others are the things each military mother found essential to their success. A major
theme seen in all the participants revealed that strength and resilience were keys to their success
in leadership positions. All participants had perspectives regarding their motherhood that were
described as difficult, stressful but their most important role. At the end of each interview, I
asked all participants, did these queries address the defining factors influential in your success as
a military mother in senior leadership in a male dominate profession? I asked this question to
bring closure to the interview process and thank the military mothers for sharing their personal
military experiences. In chapter five, I will describe how the data in the study answered each
research question.
CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview
Military mothers seeking high-level leadership positions are often faced with rigid
institutional barriers and insidious gender bias in many industries Vial, et al., 2016). Yet, some
have been able to break through the glass ceiling or navigate the labyrinth to achieve senior
leadership positions (Dubin, 2019).
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The purpose of this qualitative heuristic phenomenological research study was to focus on the
lived experiences of military mothers who navigated the trajectory to the position of Sergeants
Major in the United States Army. In addition to discovering military mothers' perceptions
regarding their experiences, I used the qualitative interviews to investigate how they leveraged
the personal attributes, factors of resilience, and strategies that promote well-being that were
crucial to their success. More specifically, this study explored the fundamental, cultural, and
individual factors that encouraged these military mothers' desire and enhanced their ability to
lead in the Army. Previous researchers have documented the journey of women at war (Lowry,
2015) and women's identity in the military (Dona & Portillo, 2016). The current literature gap
involved the distinct demands that military women in senior leadership face as mothers.
Therefore, I conducted this qualitative study to understand the military mothers' perceptions of
how they navigated the trajectory to Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major in the Army.
This chapter consists of a summary of the findings, a discussion of the findings, implications of
the study, delimitations, and limitations of the study, and topics for future study.
Summary of Findings
This heuristic investigation concentrated on military mothers' lived experiences and
strategies in Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major's position. The study included
participants who are military mothers in Command Sergeant Major and Sergeant Major positions
in the Army. Participants served in the Army for 15 years or more. All of the participants had
children while serving in the Army, and their motherhood experiences were shared through
interviews. This qualitative heuristic phenomenological investigation answered the central
research questions, “How do military mothers describe their trajectory to the position of Sergeant
Major?” and “In what ways do military mothers in Sergeant Major positions in the Army resolve
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the competing demands of motherhood and career while maintaining psychological well-being
and resilience?” From the narrative data, three themes were evident (a) overcome obstacles,
challenges, vulnerability, moral courage, and find balance in their roles; (b) gain their authority
and influence as a leader and exhibit self-confidence, and (c) receive support from family and
friends and achieve success.
The contents of these three themes thoroughly answered the central research questions
and the additional research questions. By overcoming challenges and obstacles, experiencing
vulnerabilities, and moral courage, they become resilient and find ways to balance taking care of
their children and performing their jobs. By gaining authority, influence, and self-confidence,
they exhibit the courage to stand firm, be their authentic selves, and lead in their true feminine
style, making them organized, caring leaders for their soldiers. Finally, by receiving support
from their family and friends, military mothers in Command Sergeant Major and Sergeant Major
positions find ways to continue in the Army while personally caring for their children. They
remain accessible to those around them and become role models for other military mothers. The
primary themes were the results of ten subthemes. The existing research supported the finding of
the study as trustworthy and dependable. The results of this study also exposed several areas that
are open for future research.
Discussion
This study confirmed the practical implications that were evident in the supporting
literature, as illustrated in the literature review. These implications align with the three themes a)
overcome obstacles, challenges, vulnerability, moral courage, and find balance in their roles; (b)
gain their authority and influence as a leader and exhibit self-confidence, and (c) receive support
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from family and friends and achieve success. Additionally, the unique contributions that the
study contributes related to awareness and comprehension of the phenomenon are detailed.
Challenges and Obstacles Related to the Position
One of the first themes that emerged in the data was the existence of obstacles,
challenges, vulnerability, and guilt. These attributes were challenged and reconciled through
intrinsic factors, including courage, endurance, and faith that cultivated strength and balance in
the process. This finding aligned with Bierema's (2016) and Mason's (2019) study, which found
that women's obstacles and challenges in male-dominated organizations, such as the Army, are
difficult. This is due to the uncertainty of personal and family choices, undercover forms of
gender bias, and unacknowledged stereotypes. Kusmiyati & Efendy (2017) stated that military
mothers must be able to balance their role as mothers, soldiers, and senior leaders. Adams (2014)
noted a significant interrelationship between women who have advanced past obstacles and
challenges into senior leadership roles and their remarkable attributes of courage and endurance.
Waldrop (2016) noted that courage is the necessary interpersonal attribute that allows women to
thrive and survive as they navigate leadership. Moreover, Mason (2019) noted that women
encounter obstacles on the road to leadership in the military. However, many women have been
able to negotiate these challenges, obstacles, and vulnerabilities along the path toward senior
leadership. According to Tepe et al. (2016), single mothers serving in the military struggle to
balance career and motherhood is magnified because they are the sole breadwinner for their
family.
Influence and Authority
The theme of influence and authority was evident in the manner in which the participants
spoke about their inner strength, personal authority, courage, and staying true to their feminine
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leadership style, which enabled them to gain authority, influence, and self-confidence. This
finding aligned with Bierema's (2016) and Vial et al., (2016) findings that noted that women's
traditional roles are inferior to that of the traditional male role. Additionally, Weitz (2015)
highlighted the fact that the military has traditionally been a masculine institution dominated by
men and dismissing feminine traits as a sign of weakness. Allen et al. (2016); Glass & Cook
(2016) reported an unconscious and prevalent belief that a women's natural temperament does
not make her suitable for high-level leadership demands. As a result, women often do not get the
opportunity to fill key developmental positions to prepare them for positions of increased rank,
influence, authority, and responsibility (Glass & Cook, 2016). Egnell et al. (2019) reported that
women are not prepared or given the resources and tools required to gain leadership positions.
Research by Golinveaux (2019) described the constant struggle for women to prove they belong
in a male-dominated career field. Marencinova (2018), Vial et al. (2016), Walker & Artiz (2015)
reported that despite significant advancements females have made, many men, as well as other
women, find it hard to take orders from a woman leader. The participants in this study confirmed
the Marencinova (2018) findings that female leaders are placed in the position of leading
subordinates and superiors that are explicitly and implicitly disrespectful because of their role.
The current study confirmed the need for military mothers to gain influence and authority over
their subordinates, as Holley (2019) described. This study also confirmed the Kossek et al.
(2016) findings that military mothers have proven to negotiate complicated paths to senior
leadership, authority; regardless of the gender biases, stereotypes, inequalities, and sexual
harassment they encountered along the way.
Social Support for Resilience
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The third theme illuminated the need for social support, including family and friends, as a
means of resiliency. Participant's ability to take care of their children through various support
structures produced resilience and was key to their success as mothers and leaders. These
findings were aligned with previous research that noted family support as significant in helping
military mothers balance motherhood and career while serving on active duty and resilience as a
key to their success (Waldrop, 2016 and Etchin, 2018). These findings will help to guide further
research that focuses on supporting military mothers in senior leadership positions in the Army.
This is supported within the recent literature as Brenner et al. (2015) found that family support
and staying connected to family is a valuable tool in coping with military life stressors. Holley
(2015) noted that support systems, family, friends, make it possible for military mothers to adjust
to the structured, rule-bound, hierarchical way of life in the military, ensuring career longevity
and success. Researchers Waldrop (2016), Etchin (2018), and Whitley (2019) found that the
family support system is significant in assisting military mothers in the balance of motherhood
and career while serving on active duty. Additionally, they have been a force multiplier for
women, particularly single mothers, providing child-care during times of deployment and by
encouraging perseverance, resilience, and providing wise advice during challenging situations
and events. The findings of this study confirmed those findings of military mothers in senior
leadership: all participants suggested that support from family and friends was vital to their
success and resilience.
Unique Contributions of the Study
Waldrop's (2019) narrative review of literature related to women leaders in a maledominated profession is related to the current study of women's experiences in the military.
Adam's (2018) study related to experiences of courage in women leaders all share female
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characteristics assessing senior leadership. In both the Straughn (2018) study and the current
study, there is an overlap of women's experiences in the military as they transcend to senior
leadership. The current study fills this information gap because it gives specific ways women
maneuver in the military. This study extends on the previous research by reinforcing the need for
new and innovative military programs that provide competitive pathways that keep the military
an employer for military mothers in senior leadership. The limited number of military mothers in
senior leadership positions is a disservice to women and the military community. Since women
represent 30 percent of the Armed Forces, which was not found in the pre-existing literature
regarding military mothers in Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major position.
Another observation from this study is that all participants spoke about the guilt they felt
when they had to leave their children on many occasions. Although previous research discusses
the challenges military mothers encountered being away from their children (Segal & Lane,
2016), it did not ascribe to dealing with this guilt and maintaining balance and resilience.
Another area of new findings was the successful military mothers that maneuver effectively and
overcome the challenges with their families intact. The participants in this study described how
they dealt with the guilt and found the balance between motherhood and career to remain
resilient. Research by Waldrop (2018) and Lowry (2015) discussed the path of the few females
that made it to the rank of General officer in the Marine Corp and Chief Master Sergeant in the
Air Force but not the military mothers in the Army. This study diverges from the previous
research and shines the light on the women in the Army, and sheds light on military mothers'
experiences in the military. The participants could only recall a few peers that made it to the
position of Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major, which confirmed the findings of DOD
(2020) that reports that of all the mothers in the military, only a few make it to the Sergeant

131
Major rank. The important outcomes of this study can provide a greater understanding of how
the factors authority, influence, self-confidence, social support, and resilience may help military
mothers survive and succeed in senior leadership in the military, also, how all branches of the
military and other organizations may benefit from their feminine-styled leadership.
Implications
The implications of this study impart the theories upon which the study was based and
the empirical and practical application. The purpose of this study was to address the gap in
research on the experiences they have on their trajectory to Command Sergeant Major and
Sergeant Major positions. Previous studies found that women in the military experienced sexual
harassment, abuse, mental and physical difficulties and overlooked the unique position of
successful enlisted military mothers in senior leadership (Ritchie & Naclerio, 2015; Lowry,
2015). The question that remained unanswered was the experiences of successful military
mothers in the Command Sergeant Major and Sergeant Major position. The lesson here is that
successful women emerge from various backgrounds and with a variety of dispositions.
Empirical Implications
This study's empirical implication is that more research needs to be done to better
understand military mothers' experiences in Command Sergeant Major and Sergeant Major
positions. The current study's empirical findings, based on the three themes discussed in Chapter
Four, inform psychology, sociology, and the military's culture.
Psychological Implications
One of the most important implications of this study is the need for additional research
regarding the psychological well-being and resilience of military mothers, which are underresearched. Psychological well-being is imperative to capture their overall success (Lacks, 2016).
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This study presented that in developing their voice, gaining support and confidence, military
mothers rely heavily on maintaining resilience in the face of gender bias, stereotypes, inequality,
and sexual harassment on their journey to becoming successful military mothers in senior
leadership positions. The research showed that understanding women's psychological health is
imperative to capture their overall well-being fully (Lacks, 2016). Additionally, Ryff (2017)
noted that individuals with high psychological well-being are linked to better health and
increased levels of functioning. Women who experience positive, balanced, and transformative
senior leadership trajectories tend toward the development of certain psychological strengths.
These strengths include confidence, perseverance, and resilience. Researchers Golinveaux
(2016); Straughn, (2016), Tepe et al. (2016); Kossek et al. (2016), Holley (2019) consistently
revealed descriptions of how these fundamental strengths were key in their ability to perform at
the highest levels in their career. The participants in this study revealed how their confidence,
perseverance, and resilience often yield positive results in their trajectory to a senior leadership
position, which may inform leadership theory and practice of the psychological competencies
common to working mothers in the military and other career fields.
Sociological Implications
Being a military mother affects all aspects of social interaction from family, friends, and
co-workers. Several participants shared their frustration by connecting with other military
mothers. The military mother's social support networks encourage perseverance, resilience, and
providing wise advice during challenging situations and events (Whitley, 2018). They found
support sociology would be related to working moms, families, and any translation of insight to
other "groups" outside the military (Kossek et al., 2016). For example, other male dominate
professions, such as female police officers, firefighters, and construction workers. This study
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indicates that there is a substantial sociological benefit to those military mothers in senior
leadership (Kossek et al., 2016). These benefits include building strong relationships with other
military mothers, acquiring resources, creating change, and aiding in career advancement (Glass
& Cook, 2016). Military organizational leaders can use the findings of this study to assist
military mothers in optimizing their feminine leadership style and provide support for them as
mothers.
Military Implications
If military mothers do not have the resources they need when they begin their careers, it
adds an additional burden to them as they begin their journey as soldiers. This study can inform
others and cultivate awareness of the need for more responsiveness to military mothers' mental
and emotional needs in the Army.
Mental Support. The military leaders charged with the responsibility for ensuring the
mental health of military leaders; chaplains, behavioral health, and social workers can benefit
from this study's findings. They are in a position to initiate programs to provide mental health
support to military mothers. They must be attuned to the toll that juggling motherhood and senior
leadership take on a woman. They can utilize the findings to meet the needs of military mothers.
Military mothers want to have access to resources that are organized and useful. Many of the
challenges the participants discussed in their interviews centered around the lack of discreet
mental health resources and the need to access resources that are useful and void of negative
stigmas surrounding therapy.
Emotional Support. Several participants discussed the frustrations of always provided
mentorship, guidance, and emotional support for their families and their co-workers but not
having an outlet or emotional support, as they were expected to have it all together. If military
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mothers do not have the resources they need when they begin their careers, it adds an additional
burden to them as they begin their journey as soldiers. Military mothers need emotional support
as they journey to and through their senior leadership positions. Based on current literature and
the findings of this study, military mothers in leadership positions need emotional support to
navigate their journeys well. This study informs military leaders regarding the needs of military
mothers in senior leadership.
Practical Implications
This study's practical implications were centered on military mothers and for inspiring
other military mothers to achieve senior leadership. However, it can reach many facets of
society, including military mothers, those working with women in the military, those who serve
military mothers and their families, and organizations and corporations with female employees
outside of the military. These implications for each area associated with military mothers in
senior leadership positions follow.
Implications for Military Mothers
Military mothers should consider the importance of the understanding path to achieve
senior leadership in the Army. This study's emerging themes provided insight to military mothers
regarding their perceptions of senior leadership's trajectory while mothering their children. The
insights gained from these military mothers' career trajectories could encourage others and
maybe instructive in helping us understand and anticipate the challenges and sources of support
that women leaders in other male-dominated contexts may encounter. As a result, the study
serves a heuristic function by identifying possibilities and considerations that may transfer or fit
future women leaders from all walks of life and encourage military mothers striving for senior
leadership in the Army (Northouse, 2016).
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Implications for Men in Leadership
The men in leadership in the military who work with mothers in the military can benefit
from the current study's findings. Researchers Eagly & Carli (2013) noted that men generally do
not see a need to adopt other behaviors other than to be who they are within the parameters of
leadership. Fostering good working relationships and teamwork are seen as significant
components of leadership effectiveness. Many participants in this study indicated having a good
working relationship with their male teammates and being viewed as an equal partner
contributed to their effectiveness, aligned with Chin’s (2016) assertion that effective leaders
practice teamwork and partnership. This research may add substantial value and increased
scholarly discussion related to male to female leadership's collective and helpful characteristics.
It may also inform other male leaders and military mothers' peers as to which leadership
characteristics to demonstrate to support military mothers in senior leadership efficiently. It may
also inform the value in it for all involved. This research may also create the basis for predicting
outcomes related to authority development and influence. Finally, these outcomes related to
authentic, moral courage and vulnerability may help establish a new paradigm for how both men
and women can experience authority, influence, and leadership in a new century in military
leadership.
Implications for Mothers in Leadership Outside the Military
In 2020, women accounted for the majority of the workforce by 51% (Ely & Padavic,
2020). Women are taking on more senior management and leadership roles. Researchers in the
body of literature have provided evidence that women in leadership roles are leaning towards
adopting an androgynous leadership style (Eagly & Carli, 2013). There is a need to have a
leadership model for first-time women leaders to advance their leadership effectiveness instead
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of the current masculine model. The participants of the study emphasized the importance of
being true to oneself, one's authentic voice, and one's feminine self as a leader. As women
continue to move into significant leadership roles, an implication for practice is to explore
women's conduct in other organizations outside of the military using the findings in this study.
Delimitations and Limitations
The first delimitation is that this study focused on the military. Using a phenomenological
study was to give voice to the military mothers who had the experience of being Command
Sergeant Major and Sergeant Majors in the Army. The second delimitation is that this study
focused only on Command Sergeant Majors and Sergeant Majors. I wanted to have a common
expectation among senior leaders in the study to focus on the military mother’s experience and
not what was happening across the ranks. Although this study contributes to the body of
literature on highly successful military mothers, it does come with some recognizable limitations.
There are limitations associated with the heuristic nature of qualitative studies. For
example, this study was from having such a small population from which to sample; there were
only ten participants. The sample size could have been larger to explore more experiences and
expand beyond the group of military mothers. The sample size could have proven to be useful in
exploring military mothers in the United States Navy, Air Force, and Marines to understand the
experiences of military mothers across the armed forces. Another limitation is the study
methodology justifies the use of criterion sampling. Only using Command Sergeant Majors or
Sergeant Majors that are mothers could limit other Command Sergeant Majors and Sergeant
Majors involvement in the study who are not mothers. Including only military mothers in this
study highlighted the impact of the challenges that occur between career and parent. By
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expanding the research to non-mothers, their perceptions of leadership might differ from military
mothers in senior leadership.
Recommendations for Future Research
The demographics in the Army are rapidly changing. Because of this change the
attributes, strategies, resilience, associated with successful military mothers in senior leadership
are unequivocally necessary (Waldrop, 2016). The findings and themes developed out of this
study may provide the foundation for future research on women leaders, regardless of the
context. Additionally, the need to have more women in senior leadership had been suggested in
previous research. Many military mothers in the Army or those aspiring to be leaders may not be
aware of the experiences and challenges of those that came before them. This work is important
because a current understanding of the military mothers' experiences in the Command Sergeant
Major/Sergeant Major position is an essential attempt at understanding military women's
decision to have children and pursue senior leadership in the Army.
This work lays the foundation for a complete inquiry into the meaning military mothers
have regarding their experiences in their trajectory to the position of Command Sergeant
Major/Sergeants Major in the Army. Additionally, how the women military leaders leveraged the
personal attributes, factors of resilience, and strategies that promote well-being were crucial to
their success. A more direct approach to questioning would elicit a stronger understanding of the
essence of understanding and how it impacts military mothers' aspirations. Given the consensus
between study findings and the literature, there are recommendations for research.
The first recommendation is that the research expands past Command Sergeant Major
and Sergeant Majors. This study focused on the experiences of military mothers in the rank of
Command Sergeant Major and Sergeant Majors. The position, the number of participants was
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low. If the criteria were broadened, the voices of more military mothers could be heard. This is a
study with all Army participants. Other studies could use the data and interpretation of this study
as a basis for which to compare males or female Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Majors in
other services. Finally, further research on the topic is recommended to replicate the study while
interviewing military mothers in different ranks to understand their work experiences concerning
perceived obstacles and challenges to address women's underrepresentation in leadership roles
among other industries.
The study participants provided insight into the perceived challenges they have
experienced in the Army. However, this was a miniature viewpoint into a larger phenomenon
that may persist in other industries that fail to reflect military mothers being equally represented
in leadership roles as their counterparts. By using other methodologies, such as longitudinal
quantitative analysis of military mothers in Command Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major positions,
may provide outcomes to reveal how their practices may impact leadership, or advance
innovation, across organizations. Quantitatively, an analysis that reveals to what extent
successful military mothers' experiences correlate with objective and perceptual resilience
measures may provide outcomes towards implicit leadership theory and practical foundations.
There may be value associated with quantitatively researching the extent to which, if any, the
military mothers’ outcomes of this study correlate to the practices and techniques of other
leaders.
Summary
This study comprised ten participants who shared their experiences as military mothers in
Command Sergeant Major and Sergeant Major positions. They shared their experiences by
participating in semi-structured interviews. The findings answered the two research questions
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that centered on the trajectory to senior leadership. The first research question explored how
military mothers describe their trajectory to the Sergeant Major's position? And In what ways do
military mothers in Sergeant Major position in the Army resolve the competing demands of
motherhood and career while maintaining psychological well-being and resilience. An individual
analysis was developed to present a holistic understanding of the military mothers' lives and
careers. The challenges that many military mothers faced focused on having to choose between
their children and their job. While they acknowledged the challenges, they face trying to balance
motherhood and career, one of the key themes that emerged was how family and friends' support
helped them balance. Essentially, the answer to this heuristic inquiry is that military mothers (a)
experience obstacles, challenges, vulnerability, and guilt; however, they gain their strength and
balance through courage, endurance, and their faith to overcome these issues; (b) inner strength,
personal authority, courage, and staying true to their feminine leadership style enabled them to
gain authority, influence, and self-confidence; (c) received support from family and friends, and
their ability to take care of their children produced resilience that was key to their success as a
mother and leader. This study outlined the career path successful military mothers took and the
vital factors to their trajectory to senior leadership for young women entering the military behind
them. This was a miniature viewpoint into a larger phenomenon that may persist in other
industries that fail to reflect women being equally represented in leadership roles as their
counterparts.
The implications of this study include the following individuals. Chaplains, social
workers, and behavioral therapists can use this information collected in this study to equip
themselves with the knowledge and tools to help address military mothers' psychological,
mental, and emotional needs. Likewise, family, friends, and military leaders can use the
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information gathered in this study to better understand and support military mothers' sociological
and military needs in senior leadership positions.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: Recruitment Letter

Dear CSM/SGM
As a graduate student in the School of Counseling at Liberty University, I am conducting
research to better understand the self-reported experiences of military mothers who are
Sergeants Major in the Army and the personal attributes, factors of resilience, and strategies
that promote well-being were crucial to their successfully balancing motherhood and career,
and I am writing to invite eligible participants to join my study.
Participants must serve/d as a Command/Sergeant Major in the Army, have or had children
while serving on active duty for a period equal to, or greater than, twenty years. Participants,
if willing, will be asked to:
1. Participate in a one-hour interview with the researcher. The interview will take place
in a mutually agreed upon location in a face-to-face setting. The interview will be
audio and/or video recorded.
2. Participate in the member-checking process to review the findings and conclusions
reached by the researcher and to provide feedback on the accuracy of the information
you provided.
Names and other identifying information will be requested as part of this study, but information
will remain confidential.
In order to participate, please click here (include hyperlink to online survey) complete the
attached survey and return it by handing it to me to schedule an interview.
A consent document is attached to this (letter/email). The consent document contains additional
information about my research. Please sign the consent document and return it to me at the time
of the interview.
Sincerely,
Yvette M. Kennedy
Doctoral Candidate
(803) 463-7105
ymkennedy@liberty.edu
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol

Date:

Location:

Name of Interviewer:

Name of Interviewee:

Interview Protocol/Questions
Introduction
Hi. Thank you for meeting with me. Let me start with a little background. The purpose of
this interview is to collect information on your experiences as a military mother and Command
Sergeant Major/Sergeant Major with addressing how you navigated the trajectory to the position
of Sergeants Major in the Army and what factors were crucial to your success.
If it is okay with you, I will be recording our conversation. The purpose of this heuristic
phenomenological qualitative study is to investigate the lived experiences of military mothers.
Interview Questions
1.
2.
3.
4.

Describe a typical day as a career military woman.
What attributes have helped you gain authority and influence?
What is/was your role as a leader in the Army?
Describe some of the most significant challenges that are unique to females in this
leadership role in the Army.
5. Describe some of the rewarding benefits from a leadership position that are unique to
females in this role.
6. What personal attributes do you contribute to your success as a leader?
7. Describe the support systems that have been significant to your success as a leader.
8. Describe some of the most significant challenges from a parenting position that are
unique to females in the military.
9. Describe how the role of being a military leader has influenced you as a mother.
10. Speak about a time when you questioned whether being a leader was worth the time away
from family because of the responsibility.
11. Walk through that questioning experience.
12. When you think about the dual roles of mom and military leader, can you elaborate on
your experiences and/or challenges that you have encountered between these two roles.
13. When you consider your own well-being, throughout your career as a mother and military
leader, what are the most significant variables that helped you balance these roles? Did
these queries address the defining factors influential in your success as a military mother
in senior leadership in a male dominate profession?
Closing
You have given me a lot of great information here. Is there anything else you would like me to
know? Thank you for your time.
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Appendix C: IRB Approval

Consent
Title of the Project: Military Mothers serving as Command/Sergeants Major in the
Army: A Heuristic Phenomenological Inquiry
Principal Investigator: Yvette M. Kennedy, Graduate Student, Liberty University,
School of Education
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study
You are invited to participate in a research study. In order to participate, you must currently
serve on active duty or have retired from the Army; have reached the rank of Command Sergeant
Major (CSM) or Sergeant Major (SGM), served for at least 15 years, have, or had children while
serving on active duty in CSM/SGM position and do not have any personal or professional
experience with the researcher. Taking part in this research project is voluntary.
Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in
this research project.
What is the study about and why is it being done?
The purpose of the study is to investigate the lived experiences of military mothers who
navigated the trajectory to the position of Sergeants Major in the Army and how they
leveraged the personal attributes, factors of resilience, and strategies that promote wellbeing,
that were crucial to their success.
What will happen if you take part in this study?
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:
1. Participate in a 60–90-minute interview with the researcher. The interview will take
place in a mutually agreed upon location in a face-to-face setting or via audio/video
conferencing, MS Teams or Zoom. The interview will be audio and/or video recorded
and protected by meeting passwords.
2. Participate in the member-checking process to review the findings and conclusions
reached by the researcher and to provide feedback on the accuracy of the information
you provided. This will take approximately 2 hours.
How could you or others benefit from this study?
Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.
Benefits to society include helping provide inspiration and development of aspiring female
leaders, providing a description of military mother’s experiences as CSM/SGMs.
What risks might you experience from being in this study?
The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would
encounter in everyday life.
Liberty University
IRB-FY20-21-61
Approved on 8-27-2020
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How will personal information be protected?
The records of this study will be kept private. Published reports will not include any information
that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored securely, and only
the researcher will have access to the records. If data collected from you is shared, any
information that could identify you, if applicable, will be removed before the data is shared.
• Participant responses will be kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms. Interviews
will be conducted in a location where others will not easily overhear the conversation.
• Data will be stored on a password-locked computer and in a locked file cabinet and may
be used in future presentations. After three years, all electronic records will be deleted,
and all hard copy data will be shredded.
• Interviews will be recorded and transcribed. Recordings will be stored on a password
locked computer for three years and then erased. Only the researcher will have access to
these recordings.
Does the researcher have any conflicts of interest?
The researcher serves as a Command Sergeant Major in the United States Army. To limit
potential or perceived conflicts the researcher will not conduct interviews with any participants
that I know personally. This disclosure is made so that you can decide if this relationship will
affect your willingness to participate in this study. No action will be taken against an individual
based on his or her decision to participate in this study.
Is study participation voluntary?
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether to participate will not affect
your current or future relations with Liberty University. If you decide to participate, you are
free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.
What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email
address/phone number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data
collected from you will be destroyed immediately and will not be included in this study.
Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?
The researcher conducting this study is Yvette M. Kennedy. You may ask any questions
you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at 803-4637105 or by email at ymkennedy@liberty.edu. The researcher’s faculty sponsor is Dr. Jackie
Craft can be reached by email at jtcraft@liberty.edu.
Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971
University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.
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Your Consent
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what
the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records.
The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about the
study after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information
provided above.
I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received
answers. I consent to participate in the study.
The researcher has my permission to audio-record/video-record me as part of my
participation in this study.
____________________________________
Printed Subject Name
____________________________________
Signature& Date
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